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ABSTRACT
The thesis considers the work of the American choreographer Martha Graham 
(1894-1991). The analytical procedure used in the examination of her movement 
system follows Ferdinand de Saussure, Charles Peirce and Roland Barthes and the 
developments that they brought about in the field o f linguistics and cultural criticism. 
By focusing on a particular period of Graham's work, 1935-1948, the thesis 
demonstrates that methods evolved in these areas can be adapted usefully for dance. 
The study also draws on existing dance scholarship particularly in the area of 
morphological movement analysis.
The methodological model is demonstrated through an analysis of Diversion 
o f Angels G 9481. The examination of the solo for the woman in white from 
Diversion of Angels is made in the context of the dance as a whole and in relation to 
the methodological model developed. The solo is read from the point o f view of 
practical experience in Graham's work and from having analysed the dance on films 
and videos and in live performances.
The background from which Graham's work emerged is discussed and an 
overview of her creative development is made. An analysis of Frontier (1935) tests 
the theoretical model in accounting for the development o f narrative in Graham's 
dances. The analysis is followed by an exploration of the issue of meaning and its 
mutability over time and across various works in Graham's repertory. An analysis of 
Night Journey G9471 tests the methodology against a dance where costume, props 
and sculpture are integrated into the movement system. The findings o f this analysis 
support the theoretical approach used in the thesis.
The study emphasises the changes over time in Graham's movement system 
and in the final chapter, particular reference is made to the variable nature of her 
movement vocabulary. Whilst Graham classwork is not addressed here in detail, 
there is discussion of movements that have been lost as well as those that have 
become familiar trademarks of her movement system, developed from and 
incorporated into her classwork.
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INTRODUCTION
The main objective of this thesis is to consider the dance vocabulary and 
syntax of the American modem dance pioneer Martha Graham (1894-1991) and to 
account for the way in which the movement components and their assemblage 
produce meaning in her work. Although she considered herself to be first and 
foremost a dancer, throughout her career Graham has been acknowledged as a 
seminal choreographer and theatrical innovator. In America during the 1920s and 
1930s, she founded a radical, new dance technique which changed ways of seeing 
and performing dance. Not only did she break the rules for how the body should 
move in time and space but she challenged codes of the female body and opened up 
new areas relating to its presentation as an expressive medium.
As a dancer seeking a personal way of expression, Graham strove to forge a 
vocabulary and syntax that could translate states of the human psyche, spirit and 
emotions into cogent dance. Her movement system was developed to express the 
human condition and the person's attendant thoughts, feelings, and ways of being in 
the world.
Graham's movement system evolved and changed throughout the sixty or so 
years of her creative life. She produced a movement vocabulary that gradually 
developed into a coherent system and its influence can be seen in the work of several 
generations of choreographers. It has been one o f the most significant underlying 
disciplines from which sprang later developments in modem dance.
Graham's work is often presented as a dramatically integrated aesthetic 
which is rich in visual signification. Whilst this study is primarily concerned with the 
movement system and its powers of communication it must be acknowledged that the 
movement has to be seen within a fi-amework of Graham's revolutionary ideas on 
elements such as music, costume and setting. These factors are touched on here 
insofar as they have a direct effect on Graham's dance vocabulary and syntax.
In considering the work o f Graham, several issues must be addressed. From 
the choreography for the dances, Graham evolved a movement system which became 
codified and even institutionalised as a dance technique. This technique or training 
system was taught by Graham herself nationally and internationally and by 
generations of dancers who worked with her. Movement devices discovered during 
the making of the choreography were practised and perfected in classes. During the 
process of training, therefore, these movements were honed and developed before 
being returned to the dances for which they were created. However, movement 
invested with meaning through its theatrical context not only varies in signification 
from one dance to another but changes meaning, too, when used as a classroom 
exercise. It will be shown, therefore, in this study that dance, like verbal language, 
develops within a specific cultural framework. Both systems acquire and change 
meaning through custom and use and both communicate meaning according to the 
circumstances in which they are heard or seen.
Chapter 1 o f the thesis introduces and explains the methodologies that have 
formed the building blocks on which the analytical model used in the study has been 
formulated. Theories developed by the Swiss linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure, the 
American philosopher, Charles Peirce and the French literary theorist and writer, 
Roland Barthes are outlined in Chapter 1. Analytical procedures and theories relating 
to the issues o f communication, particularly in regard to non-verbal mediums that 
were promoted through structuralist and post-structuralist theories, provide a fruitful 
field for the dance analyst. These ideas enabled me to develop my own analytical 
structure and I demonstrate in Chapter 1 how a system of semiotic analysis can 
account for certain aspects of meaning in Graham's plotless company work, 
Diversion of Angels (1948). It is suggested that semiotic analysis can be a starting 
point for accounting for the slippery issue of meaning in a non-verbal artwork.
Following the introduction of the model that made it possible for me to show 
how meaning resides in a Graham work, and, after outlining Graham's overall 
choreographic style, I explore a system of dance analysis based on the division of
Graham's movement vocabulary into identifiable, discrete units. Drawing further on 
structural linguistic theory and existing dance scholarship in this field, I define a 
hierarchy of units o f movement in Graham's movement system and show how those 
units of vocabulary, such as the event, motif, signature motif, body design and so 
forth, combine into a syntactical ordering. The system of analysis is explained and 
applied to a particular extract from Diversion o f Angels, the solo for the woman in 
white which occurs half way through the work.
Having set out the methodology and analytical procedure used in the study in 
Chapter 1, and before I apply the analytical model to another dance from Graham's 
repertory in Chapter 3, I provide relevant background to Graham's work in Chapter 
2. Chapter 2 considers the choreographic career of Graham and charts milestones in 
her life which altered or influenced the development of her movement vocabulary 
and its assemblage. I trace the evolution of the movement vocabulary, from its early 
begiimings as spare, taut movement to the sleek and fluid later style, and show how 
some of the more familiar devices such as the cave turn or the fall in wide 2nd were 
developed.
The central focus of Chapter 2 is to generate an explanation of why the three 
dances. Diversion of Angels (1948), Frontier (1935) and Night Journey (1947) were 
chosen as the dances against which the analytical methodology outlined in Chapter 1 
will be tested in this study. During the course of the discussion in Chapter 2, it is 
shown that Graham's major creative development took place between the late 1920s 
and the early 1950s and the works analysed were made within this period. They are 
not presented in the study in historical or chronological order but, rather, in terms of 
the kind of story or narrative that they manifest. Each work demonstrates a different 
aspect of Graham's approach to the narrative content in her dances. Diversion of 
Angels is plot-free; Frontier is one of the earliest works in which Graham began to 
develop her choreographic style and movement system to suggest character and 
location; Night Journey was chosen as a clear example of Graham's fully integrated 
dramatic approach in the creation of her works.
The enquiry carried out in Chapter 2 accounted for the choice o f Graham's 
comparatively early solo dance Frontier (1935) as the next work to be analysed in the 
study. Chapter 3 applies the methodological model outlined in Chapter 1 to this six- 
minute dance and looks closely at what is in the solo in terms of its movement 
vocabulary, how the various units are assembled and the vocabulary and syntax 
manifest meaning. One of the major considerations in Chapter 3 is that this solo is 
individual to Graham's personal style of performance and that Frontier was made at a 
time before her movement system was fully developed. It is shown in this chapter 
that Graham's particular manner of moving, in terms of the way she uses weight, how 
she strikes out into the space around her, holds her arms and so forth, is idiosyncratic 
or specific to her, and it is this fundamental notion that is examined during the 
comparison of Graham's performance in the 1930s with those of other dancers who 
had been trained in a more standardised Graham system.
The analysis o f Frontier in Chapter 3 demonstrates, too, that there are 
different readings that can be made of the solo. Its narrative signification of character 
and location is considered in addition to the self-referential dancerly aspect. The 
issue of meaning is explored further in Chapter 4 of the study where there is an 
examination of the changing nature of the ways in which Graham works have been 
interpreted through time, both by dancers performing them and by viewers watching 
them.
Chapter 4 focuses, therefore, on this aspect and there is a discussion here of 
the possible political signification in some of Graham's early company dances. 
Chapter 4 also looks again at Diversion of Angels and emphasises the changing 
nature of the ways in which a dance is performed and may be read by the viewer. The 
dance artwork communicates differently to its audiences, as the framework in which 
it is shown changes over time, thus engendering new ways of seeing and of 
responding to the work.
The works analysed and discussed in Chapters 1, 3 and 4 feature a relatively 
understated approach to narrative and limited use of costume, set and props. Chapter
5 demonstrates, however, that the last dance to be analysed in the study, Night 
Journey, is governed by a complex plot. There is an examination of the movement 
system viewed through codes associated with the rules and conventions of Greek 
tragic plays and with the myth of Oedipus. It is observed in Chapter 5 that Graham 
has not attempted in Night Journey to translate Sophocles' Oedipus Rex into dance 
form and that she has focused on the character of Jocasta rather than that of Oedipus. 
There is consideration, too, in Chapter 5 of changes in response to Night Journey
(1947) over time and through various readings that have been made of the work such 
as those by Margaret Lloyd (1947), Walter Terry (1948), Genevieve Oswald (1983) 
and Jack Anderson (1987).
Throughout the study, I maintain that the works created by Graham and the 
movement vocabulary danced in them manifest a changing nature. In Chapter 6 of the 
study, I focus on the alterations to the material for Jocasta's solos in Night Journey 
that have been made by Graham herself and by Ethel Winter who took over the role 
from Graham. This chapter o f the study considers Graham's own propensity for 
change and how she varied the way in which she assembled the units of movement in 
her system. There is a detailed examination of Jocasta's two solos in Night Journey 
and reference to three versions of the second solo (Dance with leaves).
The conclusions in Chapter 7 summarise the most significant areas covered in 
the thesis, and the major points discovered through the process o f research are 
outlined. There are suggestions, too, of ways in which the enquiry undertaken here 
might be extended or followed up by further research. These suggestions include 
applying or adapting the analytical model set out here to the work of other 
choreographers, and using the findings of detailed analytical enquiry in the revivals 
or reconstruction of lost works.
CHAPTER 1 
The Methodological Model
The methodological model discussed in this chapter was formulated during 
an analysis o f Graham's plotless work Diversion o f Angels  ^ (1948) and falls into two 
main areas:
the broad area of meaning and the larger picture o f context which has a
direct effect on how movement conveys meaning
the detailed morphological analysis or investigation into discrete
elements, components and units that constitute Graham dance.
Diversion of Angels was chosen as the first dance for analysis here because there 
is no emphasis on a story line and the lack of programme narrative implies that the 
movement vocabulary in the work is freed from the more direct and limited relationship 
with meaning that occurs in some of Graham's strongly narrative dances. The analyst is 
free, therefore, to concentrate on the movement system and to explore how, unsupported 
by ancillary signification through set, props and so forth, the work becomes a medium 
for the communication of meaning.
In order to isolate and focus on a section of the dance which can be examined in 
terms of its constituent movement properties and to show how these units of dance might 
be read by an audience, a semiotic analysis of the work as a whole is the first area to be 
addressed in this chapter. The analytical model set out in Chapter 1 is the basis for the
^Diversion of Angels is a company work for seven female dancers, four male dancers, 
music: Norman Dello Joio, costumes: Martha Graham. First performed with set by 
Isamu Noguchi and full title: Wilderness Stair: Diversion of Angels at Connecticut 
College, New London, Connecticut, USA on August 13, 1948 (the set and first 
phrase of the title were dropped after the first performance).
analyses o f Frontier (1935) and Night Journey (1947). Frontier introduces notions of 
character and location and is treated in Chapter 3 as one o f Graham's earliest dances in 
which the element of narrative is developed. Night Journey is addressed in Chapter 5 as 
an example of Graham's plot-governed dance dramas in which there is full integration of 
movement with set, props and costume. The analytical approach taken for these two 
more narrative-based dances is, therefore, adapted accordingly (see pages 120 and 180- 
182).
Diversion of Angels is a dance of approximately seventeen minutes for seven 
female and four male dancers set to a specially commissioned score by Norman Dello 
Joio. It is also a mature work made when Graham was at the height of her creative 
powers and demonstrates Graham's vocabulary and syntax: the range or repertoiy of 
movement and ways o f putting those movements together. It is one of the works 
available on video and the version used here was filmed at the Paris Opera in 1991. This 
study will also consider a recorded performance of Diversion of Angels made in 1976 by 
WNET for The Dance in America Series. Later in this chapter and in Chapter 6 there is a 
discussion of changes that have or have not taken place in the dance over time.
The first area for examination in this chapter is the field of semiotics and its 
application to dance. The term semiotics is synonymous with semiology which derives 
from the concept of a science of signs proposed by the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de 
Saussure in the early years of this century. At roughly the same period, the American 
philosopher, Charles Peirce formulated a theory based on a doctrine o f signs or 
semiotics. The French sémiologie (semiology) is the term most associated with the work 
of Saussure and those who have followed him whereas semiotics, following Peirce, is 
more commonly used by English speaking theorists (Hawkes, 1983:123-124). Semiotics, 
the term used in this study, entails discussion of a dance artwork as a system of signs and 
permits an analysis of how meaning is produced and conveyed. It is an exploration or 
reading of the signification of the dance's possible meanings based on the shared
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background of the creator and the viewing subject. The spectator's interaction with, and 
response to the dance, creates meaning and this meaning alters over time according to 
changes in performance style and in attitudes towards society's cultural practices.
Although there has been criticism of it, semiotics is a methodology which allows 
the analyst to explore the problem of communication between the sender of a message 
and its receiver. It is, therefore, a field of enquiry with an almost limitless scope of 
interest. Its application to the arts has been developed in the fields of literature and 
theatre since the 1930s but dance has been slower to recognise the usefulness of its tools. 
In 1979, for example, Jacob Zelinger proposed the need for a semiotics of dance:
Aesthetics has made some satisfactory attempts at accounting for 
meaning in theatre dance. Yet there remain extensive problems and 
often substantial ambiguity in these philosophical discourses. Semiotics 
has a part to play in filling out dance theory (Zelinger, 1979:9).
It is suggested that there is a use for semiotics in its application to dance 
artworks; it provides a methodology which approaches the slippery area o f meaning in 
identifiable terms.
The first chapter of this study will concentrate on a literature survey and a review 
of the methodological theories borrowed from structuralism/semiotics and structuralist 
linguistics and the application of these theories to Graham dance. The links between 
structuralism and semiotics will be discussed in more detail under 1. (a) (see pages 15- 
18).
On a general level, structuralism is a method that seeks to uncover the underlying 
set of rules that allows the production of signification or meaning present in any social or 
cultural practice - the basis on which meaning is grounded. Semiotics is concerned with 
the process of communication itself or how signs produced by a system's structure are 
invested with meaning or encoded, and how they are received or decoded by members of 
the culture using the system. Since it is difficult to demonstrate why images, gestures
and movements have significance without exploring the social customs, conventions and 
rules that underpin them, this analysis uses the terminology and methodology developed 
through semiotics, whilst still acknowledging that the approach itself is rooted in the 
overall field of structuralism.
An initial approach through semiotics, rather than a morphological identification 
of discrete units, has been chosen as a starting point as it provides a logical way of 
accounting for meaning in movement (given that movement's meaning is governed by 
the context in which it takes place). Examination of the interrelationship between the 
elements that constitute the presentation of Graham's work Diversion of Angels: 
programme notes, who dances, costumes, music and so forth, has led the way towards 
analysis o f meaning as this is conveyed through the movements themselves in their 
context of presentation. It entails a knowledge of the codes that govern signification in 
Graham dance and the way in which these codes enable Graham's use of the body to 
produce meaning.
The discussion of Graham's concept of movement and the dancing body is made 
here in relation to the aesthetic and cultural customs at the time she made her work. 
Contextual issues include the philosophies and practices of Ruth St. Denis and Ted 
Shawn which, in turn, had been influenced by the theories of American Delsartism. 
Graham's system has to be seen in relation to the ideological climate of her own era and 
this includes the concept of the individual or solo concert dancer. However, a diachronic 
or historical approach is also necessary here in order to trace the changes in meaning 
through time (see pages 15-16). It has been shown, for example in Raymond Williams' 
Keywords (1983), how the synchronic or current meaning of terms such as culture, 
modem and so forth is based on evolutionary development, and that the significance of 
these terms has altered through the generations.
The term structuralism is used here to cover a general way of thinking but the 
analytical methodology presented follows notions from post-structuralism. The
structuralist element inherent in Saussure's semiotics is concerned with the concept of 
the signified or closed and fixed meaning. Saussure's twofold relationship between 
signifier (written or sound form) and signified (concept or object denoted by the 
signifier), and the sign they produce (form and meaning combined), was questioned in 
the development of post-structuralism (Eagleton, 1983). Post-structuralism represents a 
shift away fi-om the bond between signifier and signified, a concept embedded in 
Saussure's structural linguistics. The emphasis in post-structuralism is placed on the free 
play of signifiers rather than on the closed concept of the signified: signifieds themselves 
become signifiers in an unending chain of deferred meaning. Thus post-structuralism 
presents meaning as a less stable affair than does structuralism (Eagleton, 1983:127- 
129).
According to post-structuralist theory (Eagleton, 1983:138), meaning is as much 
dependent on the individual perspective and response of the reader/viewer as on the 
creator's intentions; there is no finite signified or fixed reading of a sign. In post- 
structuralism terminology, (Barthes, 1977:155-164) the work becomes a text where the 
production of meaning takes place on the basis of all other texts encountered by the 
reader/viewer and the extent to which cultural competence or experience allows each 
individual to make sense of the artwork in question. The concept o f the artist as an 
autonomous or determining creator and of the reader/viewer as the freethinking subject 
does not apply in post-structuralism. The idea of the self disappears as it becomes 
apparent that the artist is consciously or unconsciously drawing on, and has been formed 
by, all the other preceding texts. On the other hand, the reader/viewer has absorbed 
information, ideology and cultural conventions that determine response and, as an 
observer, cannot be considered an innocent subject.
The reader/viewer is part of what Stanley Fish terms the "interpretive [sic] 
community" (Fish, 1980). This implies that there will always be properties within a text 
which allow aspects of its meaning to remain constant, even though attitudes within the
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"interpretive community" change and continue to change over time. Differences in 
performance styles and the changing nature of perception and attitudes towards cultural 
issues will result in a dance text being viewed from new perspectives, and responses to 
meaning will alter accordingly. In the case of the present analysis, for example, 
background reading about Diversion of Angels has revealed how the dance has produced 
different meanings for various observers over the years. It is intertextual because it 
constitutes a tissue of cultural codes which draw on classical allusions as well as on 
modem texts. Peter Williams, for example, associated Diversion of Angels with the 
seventeenth century poet, Thomas Traherne, and quoted the 1954 Graham London 
Season programme: "young men glittering, and sparkling angels, and maids, seraphic
pieces of life and beauty" (Traherne in Williams, 1975:18). Whilst reading Graham's 
autobiography, it was found, however, that certain movements performed by the woman 
in red were motivated amongst other things, by Graham's response to a twentieth century 
Kandinsky painting (see page 39).
One of the most important areas of this study is in the formulation of a 
methodology for the analysis of Graham's movement system and to apply it to more than 
one dance in her repertory. A hierarchical terminology of movement units based on 
principles borrowed from structural linguistics is, therefore, a separate area for 
discussion in this chapter. Dance analysis theory has not yet developed an agreed 
methodology and analysts are still exploring comparatively uncharted territory in this 
respect.
I respond to Graham choreography both as a practitioner and as an observer and 
my analytical position is, therefore, one of familiarity from two perspectives. My overall 
approach derives from a background of Western theatre dance that includes knowledge 
and experience of Graham work, although I have never performed in Graham's dances.
The starting point for the evolution of my methodology was Diversion of Angels
(1948). Having used this work as the basis for my model, I extended the analyses to
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Frontier (1935) and Night Journey (1947) and this resulted in other factors coming to 
mind which prompted me to return to Diversion of Angels and reconsider that work. I 
discovered that terms and concepts adopted in the initial analysis as appropriate for 
Graham's work were found to be more useful than originally expected. Valerie Preston- 
Dunlop's concept of the body design, discussed in this chapter later, seems particularly 
helpful, especially in the analysis of early works like Frontier.
Secondly, when the terminology was applied to other works by Graham, the 
knowledge gained could be reapplied to Diversion of Angels. For example, movement 
devices appeared in several dances that are peculiar to the characters in them and this 
could be seen clearly in Night Journey in relation to Tiresias' hops (see page 218). These 
unusual hops or vaults, linked specifically to the character of Tiresias, do not appear in 
any other Graham work and are termed, therefore, idiosyncratic. Idiosyncratic events are 
not admitted to the pool of possible components in Graham's system (paradigmatic 
plane) and are, therefore, not available for selection and combination in any dance other 
than the specific one for which they were created. During the analysis of Night Journey.
I realised, too, that certain motifs that had appeared particularly striking in Diversion of 
Angels related to the borrowings that Graham makes from Oriental dance cultures, and 
this led me to look again at certain components in Diversion of Angels and their 
association with Graham's Oriental borrowings. This eclectic aspect of her syntax is 
accounted for here in the discussion of the oriental event (see page 55) and Graham's 
borrowings from various movement sources.
The formulation of my working process and the various stages through which I 
passed in order to build up a methodology influenced and affected the ways in which 1 
read the dances chosen for analysis. When I began this study, I regarded Diversion of 
Angels, for example, as essentially a plotless dance which presents a familiar and 
standard Graham movement vocabulary and syntax, but, after watching it at different 
stages of the development of my methodology, I began to register elements within the
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dance that I had not previously noticed and which I found surprising in the work. This 
relates particularly to the idiosyncratic devices which I had not expected to find in 
Diversion of Angels (see page 62) and to the fact that the dancers blow kisses to each 
other which I would not have considered to have been characteristic of Graham's work.
As indicated on pages 11-12, my position as an analyst is both from inside the 
culture (emic) and as an outside observer of it (etic). During the 1960s, I studied 
Graham's movement system in New York and at the London School o f Contemporary 
Dance. My teachers were dancers with the Graham Company and included Bertram 
Ross, Ethel Winter, Yuriko (Kikuchi) and Bob Cohan. The analyses that I have carried 
out over the last four years have been made from observation and interviews. There is 
no possibility of using notated scores of Graham work as a tool in the analysis of her 
movement system since she would not permit her dances to be recorded in notation 
during her lifetime. I have, on the other hand, watched recordings of various works in 
London and in New York and talked to Graham practitioners such as the dancer, 
choreographer and teacher, Jane Dudley, and the dancer and teacher, Susan McGuire.
In the preparation of the analytical model discussed in this chapter, I have 
considered studies that have been carried out in the area of dance anthropology. The 
work of Adrienne Kaeppler on the analysis of Tongan dance (1972) and her development 
of hierarchical units of movement proved a useful starting point for my methodology. 
This approach as well as certain aspects of the methodology identified by the Bartenieff 
team (1984) and the later research of Jordan (1986) and Donaldson (1993) have been 
helpful in the development of a hierarchy of movement components suitable for 
application to Graham choreography.
The work that Rudolf Von Laban started in the field of movement analysis has 
been helpftil in the qualitative aspect of dynamic intensity in Graham's dances. There has 
been a recent revival of interest in this form of analysis as applied to dance texts. Studies 
such as Youngerman's (1978) on Humphrey's The Shakers G 930) and Lepczyk's analysis
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of Graham's movement (1989) demonstrated how Laban Movement Analysis can 
describe ways of seeing movement quality and dynamic variation. For example, terms 
relating to the degrees of flow  in Graham’s work {bound/free) help to account for the 
amount of effort in her dances.
Work undertaken on choreutic studies over the last two decades has also been 
helpful to this study. Valerie Preston-Dunlop's work on Choreutic Concepts and Practice 
(1983) promotes elements such as "body design" and "spatial projection" which I have 
found to be particularly useful in the analysis of Graham's movement system.
In order to examine the methodological model in detail, this chapter comprises 
the following:
1. (a) [i - vi ] Discussion of semiotic theory with an analysis of Diversion of Angels
(1948). This will look at the work of Ferdinand de Saussure, Charles Peirce, Roland 
Barthes and others. There will also be an examination of the production of meaning in 
respect o f the choreographer's possible intention; the dance or 'text' as an entity in itself 
apart from the era in which it was created and the shared cultural perspective of 
audiences viewing the dance.
1. (b) Discussion of categories derived from linguistic terminology accounts for 
the borrowing of the terms:
1. (b) i. - Vocabulary
1. (b) ii. - Syntax
2. Enquiry into the morphological nature of Graham dance is an investigation of 
Graham's range of movement and choreographic devices - the discrete elements, 
components and units that constitute her work.
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2. (a) Analytical perspective explains the basis on which the analyses are made and 
introduces the solo for the woman in white from Diversion of Angels (19481.
2. (b) Hierarchy of movement units is presented under the following headings:
2. (b) i. - Event
ii. - Spatial elements
iii. - Motif
iv. - Oriental event
v. - Idiosyncratic event
vi. - Phrase
2. (c) Integration of costume with movement discusses the effect that Graham’s use 
of costume has had on her vocabulary and syntax.
2. (d) Personal style introduces issues that are discussed throughout the study. These 
concern changes over time in performance style and how they affect Graham’s 
vocabulary and syntax.
i  A drawing together of principles from sections 1 and 2 tests the analytical
model on the solo for the woman in white. It includes a discussion of the movement 
components in relation to the codes identified during the semiotic analysis of Diversion 
of Angels carried out under 1. (a).
l.(a) Discussion of semiotic theory with an analysis of Diversion of Angels [i-vij
i. Language as synchronic and diachronic
Semiotic theory follows Saussure's structural linguistics in specifying that 
language, and by analogy other cultural systems, should be studied synchronically - that 
language is always complete in itself at any one time and is independent from its
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historical or diachronic dimension. This a-historical element o f semiotic analysis was 
discussed in Roland Barthes' Mythologies (1972) where, in studying various French 
social practices and images as modem myth he observed:
One can therefore imagine a diachronic study of myths, whether one 
submits them to a retrospection (which means founding an historical 
mythology) or whether one follows some of yesterday's myths down to 
their present forms (which means founding prospective history). If I 
keep here to a synchronic sketch of contemporary myths, it is for an 
objective reason: our society is the privileged field of mythical 
significations. We must now say why (Barthes, 1972:137).
This implies that signs are read by a society in universal terms according to 
certain ideological positions and attitudes which, in turn, depend on a knowledge and 
sense of the past and a background of social conditioning. The structuralist method of 
semiotics proposes that the arbitrary nature of the sign results in the past meaning of 
words being redundant, that only the synchronic or current meaning of a word, as it is 
used at any particular time, is relevant. The diachronic or etymological development of a 
word no longer applies, since in stmctural linguistics, signs are not historically caused. 
Raymond Williams (1983), however, has disproved this theory by demonstrating that 
problems associated with meanings in words used synchronically or as part of current 
language, can be solved through investigation of their diachronic or past usage. In the 
examination here of Diversion of Angels diachronic or historic issues are considered in 
order to discuss how and why the work continues to generate meaning.
ii. Language as a system of signs - langue and parole
Saussure's new ideas about language were published by his students after his 
death in 1915. The focus on an analysis of the techniques, devices and forms of 
language also preoccupied theorists involved in a parallel development to structuralism, 
the Russian school of formalism. This sprang up in post-revolutionary Russia during the
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1920s under such theorists as Viktor Shklovsky and Roman Jakobson (Hawkes, 
1983:59). Russian formalism, in the main, sets out to probe and delve into the structure 
of texts both poetic and narrative and to promote the position that the role o f the writer is 
to "defamiliarise" language and make it "strange" (ibid:62). The reader thus becomes 
conscious of the processes of art and in so doing receives a new and invigorating 
perception of reality.
The work undertaken by the early formalists, which had incorporated ideas taken 
from Saussure's structuralist approach, was suppressed in Russia during the hostile 
political climate of the 1930s. However, the linguistic ideas developed through it were 
transferred to Europe in the 1930s when the Prague linguistic circle, and in particular 
Jakobson and Trubetskoy, developed a model for linguistic method (Culler, 1975). At 
the same time, Saussure's concept of a structural approach to language and culture took 
root in the work of the American linguists Boas, Sapir and Whorf (later Bloomfield).
Structuralist theories and practices were developed considerably during the late 
1940s in the work of the French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss. Lévi-Strauss carried 
out analyses of the beliefs, social behaviour and customs in various groups and 
communities of American Indians. His application of structuralist methodology revealed 
that a number of varying myths that existed within the cultures of people in North and 
South America sprang from a set of common rules and laws on kinship. It was these 
underlying sets of relations or codes of social organisation which gave rise to the 
different myths, stories and practices that circulated within or were used by each tribe or 
community (Hawkes, 1983; Culler, 1975:40-54).
In the 1970s, the writer and literary theorist Roland Barthes applied structuralist 
methods in his analysis of the narrative. He compared the problems of the analyst when 
"faced with the infinity of narratives, the multiplicity of standpoints" to those which 
Saussure confronted when he engaged with the "heterogeneity of language" and sought
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"to extract a principle of classification and a central focus for description from the 
apparent confusion of the individual messages" (Barthes, 1977:80).
One of Saussure's major contributions to the new thinking associated with 
structuralist method is the concept of the world not consisting of independently 
classifiable things. Saussure's linguistic theories represent a change o f perception or of 
seeing the world and responding to reality. His research into language demonstrates that 
the meaning of a word or sign depends on its difference from or contrast with another 
word. According to Saussure there are only differences between the forms of words and 
not essences contained within them. Moreover, Saussurean linguistics research suggests 
that each community or social group carves up the world differently according to the 
environment and to social custom. Meaning in language, then, is arbitrary, depending 
not on any natural relationship between a word or sound form and the object or idea to 
which it refers, but on rule-bound social conventions "nothing compels the acoustic 
image tree naturally to mean the concept tree" (Barthes, 1972:126). It is also arbitrary in 
the way that each society perceives or divides up things, states or ideas that may be 
expressed in language. Language, then, and, by analogy, other social practices, is 
cultural: society communicates through an artificial system of signs.
Saussure called the language system itself langue and considered it to be the 
proper study of semiology. Langue is the abstract store or repository of all the 
differences between components and rules for their combination. It is the storehouse or 
repertory of the language as a whole. According to Saussure's structuralist approach, it is 
the underlying codes that constitute language {langue) which is the concern of 
semiology/semiotics. Each utterance of speech or act of parole is an individual 
manifestation of the overall, abstract system of langue. Each time an instance of parole 
occurs, it invokes the whole language system from which it is drawn.
The linguistic concept of langue can be usefully applied to dance in its 
equivalence to the overall, communal system of movement practised, or recognised as
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theatrical, performance dance by the community using it. For over three centuries, for 
example, the dominant langue was ballet although it was always subject to modifications 
and additions. In this context, parole is the individual dance or event drawn from the 
communal system and it can be suggested that each time a dance is performed in the 
genre of ballet, it speaks in or refers to the langue from which it springs.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, and in opposition to ballet, modem 
dance created a different system rejecting the traditions o f ballet and introducing new 
attitudes towards the body and to the design of movement in time and space. Thus a new 
and alternative dance langue was created which gave rise to unfamiliar and revolutionary 
utterances or dances.
In the course of time, the new modem langue became institutionalised as part of 
the general langue of Westem theatre dance and since the early years of the twentieth 
century, genres such as ballet, modem dance, jazz dance and so forth have been co­
existent and have come to constitute a collective and eclectic langue from which each 
individual choreographer creates his or her own personalised sub-langue or sub-system. 
There was also a time in the experimental dance of the 1960s and 1970s when the langue 
of dance was rejected altogether and everyday vemacular movement prevailed.
In a sense, then, all Westem theatre dance acts of choreography invoke the 
overall langue, and even though there are challenges to it and often altemative langues or 
systems set up in opposition, the dominant langue is still invoked through its non­
presence. In the same way that language is a structure and possesses its own intemal, 
self-goveming rules which have transformational properties (Hawkes, 1983), dance can 
admit, absorb and transform new elements. Dance, like language can retain its essential 
nature yet still accme new properties which allow it to grow, expand and change. In 
other words dance, in common with language, is a self-regulating system which is both 
stmctured and structuring (ibid: 16).
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Styles within the overall field of dance have become individual, often unique 
langue (or sub-systems) such as Graham, Humphrey or Cunningham within the genre of 
modem dance. Choreographers such as Ashton or Balanchine have created sub-systems 
within the genre of ballet. Each sub-system can be designated as a langue in its own 
right, and instances of parole can be seen as equivalent to the individual dance or work 
drawn firom the choreographer's personal langue or sub-system; dances, or individual 
acts of choreography, are the utterances arising from the grammar or rules and customs 
of the choreographer's overall approach to the presentation of his/her work. Each 
individual Graham dance, then, invokes all the components in her sub-system or langue.
iii. Paradigmatic/syntagmatic relations
Terry Eagleton defines paradigmatic relations as "a whole class of signs that may 
stand in for one another" and syntagmatic relations: "where signs are coupled together 
with each other in a chain" (Eagleton, 1983:101). Paradigmatic relations operate on a 
vertical plane and represent groups of signs that can substitute for one another. In the 
case o f the word woman, for example, female, witch, wife, girl and so forth can replace 
the sign woman. Similarly in the case of womanhood, womanish, womanliness, 
womanly can substitute for one another. Syntagmatic relations are combinations of 
selected signs and the meaning, therefore, resides as much in what is not chosen from the 
paradigmatic plane as in what is. On the paradigm of colour, for example the 
syntagmatic combination of the red dress, distinguishes an item of clothing in the sense 
that other possible colours such as white, black or blue have not been chosen.
The French literary theorist Roland Barthes based analyses of cultural practices 
on the linguistic principles of selection and combination. In the analysis of a food 
system, for example, a menu demonstrates characteristics of a society's food grammar 
(Barthes, 1968). There are paradigm classes of contrasting items that can fill each slot. 
Soups contrast with pâté, fish with meat dishes and fruit with ice cream. There are
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conventions which control the syntagmatic ordering of each meal - soup may be taken as 
a starter but not as a dessert; the French like to end a meal with a sweet tasting dessert 
whilst the English prefer to finish with the savoury taste o f cheese. The contrasts within 
the selection of paradigm classes of dishes are meaningful in a social or economic sense 
too. Boeuf en croûte as opposed to steak and chips has a disguised meaning in that the 
former may only be available to privileged members, the elite of a society, whilst the 
latter is more lowly and common fare (ibid:27-28, 63).
In applying the linguistic model of differences and contrasts to a variety of social 
phenomena, the semiologist should be able to demonstrate how the distinguishing 
features and conventions produce the meaning they have for members of a culture. 
However, it is also important for the semiologist to take into account what features of 
any cultural system do not have meaning for the people within it. In his analyses of the 
fashion system, for example, Barthes considered only those items of clothing that were 
held to be fashionable and did not enquire sufficiently into what was not in fashion. This 
omission weakens the findings of his research since he provided little indication of how 
the fashion system functions (Culler, 1975)^.
In this study paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations are used too in a general 
analysis of Graham's choreographic style. Graham choreography, as part of the field of 
modem dance, comprises several paradigms or types of dance work. In Westem theatre 
dance practice the size hierarchy of the dance work ranges from the three-act ballet or
^The French anthropologist, Claude Lévi-Strauss, conducted studies into the cultures of 
the various American Indian societies. He equated the structure of the human mind with 
the structure of language and tried to find universal systems common to different 
cultures. This is a different position to that of Barthes who was more concemed with 
exposing the political and ideological conventions hidden or disguised in specific social 
practices. Lévi-Strauss identifies a series of cultural codes, access to which allows the 
analyst to account for various meanings associated with cultural practices. This study 
also makes use of codes but follows Barthes' methodology, in order to analyse style in 
the Graham system.
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full evening work to the solo dance. Graham's repertory ranges from the full-length 
evening work Clytemnestra (1958) to short solos such as the six-minute Frontier (1935). 
Diversion of Angels, like most of Graham’s other dances follows the more general 
paradigm of the one-act ballet where the action is seamless from beginning to end. For 
example, the word "diversion" suggests the divertissement which comes, in turn, from 
the humbler paradigm of dance interludes, inserts, scenes, sections or parts. It connotes 
with the "Diversion" in the title of Graham's work and suggests the concept of the 
plotless dance, since, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, such divertissements 
were episodes that were only loosely connected with the main plot. They were in fact 
ways of adding dance or sung sections into a stage spectacle or opera. Koegler gives a 
further definition of the divertissement - "soli, pas de deux, and smaller group dances 
within a concert programme of dances" (Koegler, 1987:126).
Diversion of Angels may be seen as a structure rather than as a diverse aggregate 
of various dances. Its effect as a unified and seamless work is more than the sum of its 
parts - duets {pas de deux), solos and group dances, and whilst these parts have no 
meaning outside the dance itself, they obey the intemal laws of the dance and contribute 
towards its effect as a coherent whole. Therefore, I suggest that it is in a paradigm class 
with the plotless ballets of Balanchine such as Serenade 11934) or symphonic works like 
Humphrey's Passacaglia (1938). Diversion of Angels begins and ends with the duet 
form and weaves several other duets in and out of the danced action. As such, it can be 
seen to privilege heterosexual pairings. The connotation with plotless is confirmed by 
the programme note: "It tells no story, but like a lyric poem, simply explores its theme" 
(Programme, Edinburgh Festival August 27th 1963, author’s personal collection). It is 
suggested, however, that the dance does have a sense of narrative meaning, although in 
relation to the Aristotelian concept of the plot which is a complex working out of events 
through which occurs the hero or heroine's downfall (see Chapter 5), Diversion of 
Angels is plotless and contrasts, therefore, with other dances such as the dramatic, plot-
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governed, full-length Clytemnestra (1958) or the one-act dance Night Journey (1947) 
analysed here in Chapter 5.
Within the paradigms or classes of genre, the Graham system can be divided into 
the modes of tragedy, comedy or plot-free (plotless). On the level of the narrative plane, 
the system selects from themes relating to the Bible, history (often American), literature, 
mythology and psychological drama. There is, however, little selection from the 
paradigm of political themes (see Chapter 4.)
Graham's paradigmatic relations of possible choices of presentation include male 
and female dancers, costumes, props, music, set, lighting and recited text. Diversion of 
Angels, as a Graham utterance (dance), invokes her overall style in demonstrating a 
syntagmatic or permissible combination o f elements drawn from the paradigmatic 
classes within her system. It is a one-act, plotless dance (with mythological resonance) 
presented by male and female dancers in costume with music and lighting but no set nor 
props. It is presented in a lyrical, light-hearted mode.
iv. Codes
A code enables signifiers to be correlated with signifieds; they act as agencies 
which generate meaning and are at work all the time in society either consciously or 
unconsciously. Language itself may be seen as a network of codes known to its users. 
There are also sub-codes familiar only to small sections of a language's speakers. 
Sturrock remarks that the term code has its "ambiguities" but that "what is common to all 
codes is their artificiality; only those already acquainted with the rules of the code can 
receive messages in it successfully" (Sturrock, 1993:87). Codes are at work 
continuously in social organisation. The simplest codes have only a few rules and a 
limited syntax. Traffic lights, for example are based on syntactical combinations of the 
signifiers red/yellow/green. The colour red is a signifier with the signified stop or danger
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and green signifies go or all clear. Yellow, as a signifier for prepare, is the less 
universally known code, as this system of traffic control does not operate internationally.
The signifiers in a performance of dance have a complex range and syntax. They 
include the dancers themselves, the props they use and the costumes or clothes they 
wear; the space in which the dance is given and how it is set and lit; the accompaniment 
or non-accompaniment to which the dance takes place; the title of the work being 
performed and the programme notes that may or may not be available. Each viewer 
makes sense of these signifiers and the way they are combined through his/her 
knowledge and experience of the codes that permit signification o f meaning to take 
place. Some of the codes will be recognised as familiar cultural conventions, such as the 
use of certain types of music to suggest a mood or colours associated with 
characteristics: red for the devil, green for mystery, blue for the sky or more lofty 
dimensions and so forth. There are dances, however, where the codes are unfamiliar to 
audiences and where the "aesthetics of opposition" (Zelinger, 1979:15) come into play. 
Dance, like language though, as already suggested is a rule-governed activity as well as 
possessing rule-changing creativity (Eco, 1979). Established codes become challenged 
by new ones and when accepted by a society, these new codes are absorbed into the 
conventions of the system. This principle can, however, work in reverse. 
Uncompromising and radical approaches that operate at the outset as revolutionary new 
codes often, eventually, accrue or absorb elements fi'om older and more established 
systems. In terms of Graham's work, for example, the rigorous movement vocabulary 
and style of presentation of her early dances challenged the accepted codes set up 
through ballet and the work of St. Denis. Graham's "aesthetics o f opposition" (Zelinger. 
ibid) changed over time and whilst her langue or system retained its edge and bite, her 
radical new code, nevertheless, gradually assimilated components fi-om the more 
traditional and familiar codes of ballet and Denishawn (see pages 100-102).
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It is suggested here that each dance analysed has its own codes and that, in the 
case of Diversion of Angels, they can be identified through the paradigm choices made 
by Graham from her choreographic langue or style. These codes include one that is 
based on the dance’s mythological resonance as suggested by the word "Angels" in the 
title; a narrative code that also springs from the concept of angels and their manifestation 
through natural human form rather than supernatural representation; a code of the body 
related to Graham’s use of pure dance, and, a code of gender through which her ideology 
of sexual politics and the foregrounding of the female dancer is a strong signifier.
Signs themselves have already been briefly mentioned in this study but since they 
are central to the methodology being used here, a more detailed examination of their 
nature is now undertaken.
V. The sign
It has already been observed that Saussure identified language as a system of 
signs: sounds made by the human voice are only considered to be language when they 
are used to express or to communicate ideas or are converted into signs. The concept of 
the Saussurean sign as product of signifier and signified is vague and abstract since 
Saussure did not give a comprehensive definition of the signified which according to Eco 
he "left half way between a mental image, a concept and a psychological reality" (Eco, 
1979:14-15). However, Saussure did point the way towards a Science of Signs when he 
wrote:
Language is a system of signs that express ideas and is therefore 
comparable to a system of writing, the alphabet of deaf-mutes, symbolic 
rites, polite formulas, military signals, etc. But it is the most important of 
all these systems.
A science o f signs that studies the life o f  signs within society is 
conceivable; it would be part of social psychology and consequently of
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general psychology; I shall call it semiology, (from the Greek Sémîon 
[sign]. Semiology would show what constitutes signs, what laws govern 
them (Saussure, 1966:16).
The philosopher, Charles Peirce, working in America at approximately the same 
time as Saussure also proposed a theory o f signs. For Peirce the sign constitutes 
"something which stands to somebody for something in some respect or capacity" 
(Peirce cited in Hawkes, 1983:126). Peirce identified the process of semiosis which is a 
three-way relationship between a sign, its object and its interprétant. This is similar to 
Saussure's proposal since Peirce's interprétant is still an abstract thought in the mind of 
the receiver. For example, the arm gesture used for a soldier's salute has, as its 
interprétant, acknowledgement of and respect for a fellow soldier or a superior - concepts 
that are both cultural and abstract. Peirce, though, offers a more detailed approach to 
sign theory, which includes a typology of ten classes of signs. However, the most useful 
in connection with this analysis are - the icon (a resemblance of something), index 
(suggestive or symptomatic of something) and the symbol or the sign proper - the sign as 
having only an arbitrary correspondence to its referent. A closer investigation o f these 
signs will be carried out in relation to Diversion of Angels.
vi. Denotation/connotation
The reading or decoding of signs, particularly visual or iconic signs, can take 
place on two levels - denotation, the literal relationship between a sign and its signified, 
and connotation, the identification of a second-order meaning, when a sign system takes 
over the signification from another sign system. An example of this is the rose which 
denotes a specific type of flower, yet as a second-order signifier, according to cultural 
convention, or as Barthes terms it "contemporary myth" (Barthes, 1972:11), it connotes 
or symbolises love and sexual passion. This is perhaps another way of tackling the 
development of post-structuralism from structuralism itself, when meaning becomes 
disseminated amongst signifiers and their cultural/historical implications, rather than
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residing in a fixed, current-usage or synchronic relationship between signifier and 
signified.
Roland Barthes was especially interested in the concept of connotation, and 
sought in his analyses to see beyond the functional nature of most cultural practices in 
order to detect the hidden agenda of ideology at work. In his analysis of a French 
advertisement for Italian food, he identifies several levels o f signification which are 
based on cultural practices and known systems (Barthes, 1977:32-51). A picture of 
Panzini products and colourful vegetables does far more for Barthes than just denote 
Italian food, tumbling out of a string shopping bag. For him it connotes the aesthetic 
arrangement of edible matter seen in the familiar genre of still-life, the concept of the 
leisurely, local markets of a golden past, rather than the pressurised, mechanical 
supermarket stocking-up that is the usual sign of life in the modem city. Even the word 
"Panzini" denotes more than the name of the firm being advertised - "Panzini gives not 
simply the name of the firm but also, by its assonance, an additional signified, that of 
Italianicity" (ibid:33-34). Barthes observes that these signs function through codes made 
familiar to the French by tourist stereotypes and that the connotations of both the name 
and the images of tomatoes and peppers would be unlikely to affect the Italians 
themselves.
The system of connotation: "a system which takes over the signs of another 
system in order to make them its signifiers" (ibid:37) seems an appropriate theory with 
which to discuss signification in Diversion of Angels since, for the purposes of this 
analysis, it is the connotation provided by the title (the linguistic system) that is taken as 
a starting point.
It has already been argued through an examination of Graham modem dance 
under the code of genre, that Diversion of Angels, in relation to other possible Graham 
dances, is plotless and is, therefore, self-reflexive or mainly concemed with the medium 
of dance itself: dancers dancing in an unspecified time and place. This is further
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confirmed by the association of "Diversion" with paradigmatic substitutions such as 
pass-time, divert or deviate and so forth. The word "Angels" in the title, however, 
signifies that there may be a story in the dance and that these dancers are more than just 
ordinary men and women disporting themselves in complex configurations of 
movement. It is possible to see all dance, in some measure, as narrative. I suggest that, 
as a cultural phenomenon produced by and through the human body, every dance 
utterance generated from styles as different from each other as those of Graham and 
Cunningham, communicates narrative elements to a greater or lesser extent. Narrative 
indices are inherent in the number of dancers on stage, in gender, in the way that the 
dancers are grouped, what they are wearing and so forth. There is a story related through 
relationships, either close or distant, and through the kind of movement selected and its 
manner of assemblage. Narrative indices are encoded, therefore, in all dances even when 
there is no sense of character presented or plot structure followed.
The narrative code: It is proposed, then, that the word angels viewed through 
the narrative code produces a galaxy of signifiers which themselves promote other codes. 
"Angels" denotes mythical, supernatural, spiritual beings and through the codes of 
mythical, supernatural and spiritual, there is a myriad production of connotations. The 
dancers themselves as signifiers, however, limit the possibilities. The three main female 
dancers are costumed in closely fitting, white, red and yellow dresses, the men in brief 
flesh-coloured trunks and the remaining four female dancers in flesh-coloured dresses. 
There are no wings or halos to suggest that the dancers are iconic signs of angels in the 
supernatural sense although the opening dance signifier has spiritual indices suggesting 
the presence of a saint or angel. The opening movements of the dance made by the 
woman in white's male partner, for example, are both iconic and indexical signs. He 
raises his left arm and the fingers of the hand are spread out in imitation of a halo 
(iconic) and by placing this hand behind the female dancer's head, he indicates the 
presence of a sacred or holy being (indexical). This same halo sign occurs at the
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beginning of the central duet between these two dancers. After making the halo hand 
gesture, the male dancer falls backwards at his partner's feet suggesting religious worship 
of a Madonna figure. The dance also closes with the halo hand gesture. The final image 
in the dance shows the male dancer standing behind the female and bringing both hands 
down behind her head in the halo sign as though the whole dance had been the 
glorification of this one woman.
Thus, these dance images are iconic and indexical signs for religious worship. 
The dancer in white as signifier denotes a superior being - a female saint. Through the 
code of colour, the signification of her movement connotes the concept 'goddess' or in 
religious mythology, a Madonna. In relation to the other dancers her movements are 
often languorous, stately, and sustained. At one point, the male dancers surround her, as 
though in adoration and she seems to be a figure of veneration or celebration. It is the 
dancer in white^ who, at the beginning of her duet, demonstrates a sure sense of balance 
in presenting a turn on one foot, the other held slightly away fi*om the ground and in 
another section of the dance, a slow, controlled raising of the leg in arabesque. The 
white dress and white flowers in her hair are, according to Westem culture, symbols of 
purity and female rights of passage. The woman in white as signifier or "angel" may 
represent a variety of myths. Under religious, supernatural or mythological codes she is 
a sacred, canonised figure, under social cultural codes, she is the pure and perfect 
woman. Susan McGuire who danced the woman in white in the 1970s explains that the 
role requires "gravity, simplicity and a sense of experience" (interview with Susan 
McGuire, 1997).
Compared to the dancer in white, the woman in red is a complete contrast and as 
a sign, she is more complex. Through Westem cultural codes her red dress symbolises
^The woman in white was originally the "Blue Girl." According to Lang, Graham wanted 
"the three primary colors - blue, yellow, red" (Stodelle, 1984:166; Lang in Tracy, 
1996:88).
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sexual passion and physical danger. She streaks across the stage in fast runs, her body
convulses sharply in demonstrations of visceral sensation. Her movements are,
therefore, indexical signs of feeling or passion. Pearl Lang the first dancer to perform the
role referred to this indexical sign of sensuality as "the ecstasy o f the contraction" (Lang
in Stodelle, 1984:166). The first entrance of the woman in red consists of a sustained,
off-centre tilt held for three to four seconds. It is repeated with a sharp convulsion of the
upper body in contraction. The tilt is then repeated again without the contraction and a
third time with it. This pattern is seen again in another part of the dance and it provides,
through the precarious tilt, indexical signs of danger, and, through the sharp contraction,
an indexical signifier o f emotion. Lang comments on the genesis of this event when she
explains the difficulties that the dancers underwent when Graham choreographed
Diversion of  Angels.:
You had to keep yourself warm in case Martha asked you to do 
something. I once did this second-position extension, just playing around 
because she was working with Natanya Neuman. I did a contraction and I 
heard Martha say, "Do that across." That became it (Lang in Tracy, 
1996:88).
From these remarks by Pearl Lang, it can be seen that Graham's syntax has an element of 
chance or random selection associated with it.
Through the mythological code the dancer in red may be read as an iconic sign 
of Aphrodite or Venus, and, according to Westem culture, through the code of the body, 
she is an indexical sign of physical, sexual passion.
In contrast to the signs of the saint or Madonna and Aphrodite or erotic pleasure, 
the woman in yellow appears to be an iconic sign of youth and carefree innocence. Her 
yellow dress suggests the colour of spring and her movements denote lightness and 
playfulness. She performs a series of leaps on a diagonal plane across the stage where 
she seems to be walking on air. This may be read as an indexical sign of the joy and 
excitement of a young girl on the threshold of life.
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The code of gender: The three principal signifiers of Diversion of Angels are 
women and although they have male partners, the men seem subservient to and less 
significant than these women. The male dancers are iconic signifiers of athletes; they 
are scantily clothed and they perform lithe, acrobatic movements easily supporting, 
catching or swinging the female dancers. The dance, then, is conventionally gendered 
but foregrounds or privileges the female. In relation to other Graham dances and to the 
genre of modem dance of which Graham is a part, this is not surprising, as will be 
demonstrated below.
The code of the individual, female dancer: The American solo concert dancers 
such as Ruth St. Denis, Isadora Duncan and Loie Fuller, emerged at a time of social and 
economic change in women's lives. During the latter half of the nineteenth century, 
women began to establish their independence and to discover interests and opportunities 
outside the home. The health and dress reforms that also took place at this time came 
partly as a result o f the teachings of the French music and drama teacher François 
Delsarte. His pupil, the American actor and theatre director, Steele Mackaye, promoted 
a form of harmonic gymnastics that found popularity with women. Clothes became 
lighter, looser and less restrictive and this enabled greater freedom of movement. 
Physical fitness and a new attitude towards health, and, in particular women's health 
issues, prevailed. Women were finding employment in commerce and in the arts, 
particularly as exponents of the new expressive forms of movement available through 
the practices of Delsartism.
There was also a need to forge new ideas about dance that would take it out o f  
the realms of European-influenced ballet and more towards an indigenous American 
approach. The earliest concert performers were teachers of the Delsarte system like 
Genevieve Stebbins and Henrietta Russell Hovey. They had a middle-class respectability 
that the late nineteenth century ballet-associated performers lacked. They performed, 
lectured and wrote about their work thereby setting an intellectual and theoretical tone to
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their performance careers. They established a legitimacy for the presentation of 
movement not present in the theatrical productions of the time. Russell Hovey in 
particular was an influence on new dance forms.
Duncan and St. Denis both learnt and practised Delsarte exercises and 
movements before embarking on careers in mainstream theatre. It was not long before 
Duncan abandoned her career in the commercial theatre to forge her own path towards 
creating and establishing an American way of dance. St. Denis had a longer career in 
the commercial theatre and gained much experience before she too began working on 
new ideas. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the independent spirit o f the new 
woman in performers like Duncan and St. Denis led to the new forms of art dance 
practised and promoted by solo female dancers (Kendall, 1979; Ruyter, 1979; Daly, 
1995; Koritz, 1995).
During the 1930s and 1940s, Graham and her contemporaries were the 
next generation to forge their individual styles. There was a lot o f rivalry 
between the various companies, choreographers. They didn't see 
themselves as part of a big movement and working collectively. They 
saw themselves as individuals within a movement (Dudley in Ipiotis,
1988).
It is shown here during discussions later in this chapter and in Chapter 2 that the 
German dancers Mary Wigman and Harald Kreutzberg made a strong impression on the 
modem dance community and on Graham herself. Lloyd has observed, for example, that 
Wigman's contribution to art dance affected "the dancer's relation to space and the 
dance's relation to music, of movement evolved out of its own meaning, of dance self- 
goveming and self-contained" (Lloyd, 1949:16). Whilst Graham disclaimed any 
influence that Wigman's work may have had on the development of a new code of 
American modem dance, she acknowledged that Wigman, "through her greatness as a 
person and as a dancer, has given us all added courage" (Graham in Soares, 1992:90).
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Graham began building her creative career as a soloist with a small band of 
supporting female dancers. She did not include men in her company until she met Erick 
Hawkins in 1936, thus the first ten years of her work as an independent 
dancer/choreographer was as a self-sufficient soloist without the partnership or 
participation of men. In the majority of her dances, she was the focal point and 
throughout her career, the dances were usually made as vehicles for her dancing and 
performing abilities. Even works that might have concentrated on the male perspective, 
such as Night Journey (1947) based on the Oedipus myth, presents the heroine, Jocasta, 
as the central protagonist. The concept of the solo dancer/woman is paramount in most 
of Graham's dances and is clearly reflected in Diversion of Angels.
Although Graham never danced in it. Diversion of Angels signifies a sense of 
personal space or kinesphere for each dancer. Lang, for example, comments that during 
the preparation of the dance, Graham worked in class on "how to pull the body out in 
space. You never stood on your foot and lifted your arm, but the body pulled up" (Lang 
in Tracy, 1996:87).
Despite the three duets for the featured dancers and their partners, there is only 
one moment of closed space - an intimate embrace presented by the chorus dancers. 
Most of the other dancing takes place in solos or with dancers performing 
simultaneously but within their own individual kinesphere, thus producing spatial 
indices suggesting independence and self-sufficiency.
The signification resulting from these two last codes, gender and individual, 
reveals a dichotomy. On the one hand, the gendering promotes the concept of 
heterosexual relationships as men and women dance together in groups and duets 
showing harmony and enjoyment. On the other hand, the limited amount of shared space 
is an indexical sign of distance within the couples, except in the one instance mentioned. 
The dance may be intended to present "the pleasure and playfulness, quick joy and quick 
sadness of being in love for the first time" as stated by the programme note, but these
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emotions are shown mainly from the woman's point of view. The men are compliant 
with and responsive to the women as major signifiers. Graham claims that the woman in 
white is "only able to move in balance with her partner, her lover" (Graham, 1991:98). 
When discussing the relatively shallow contraction in the solo, McGuire observed: 
"there is something tender about the contraction because it relates to the duet" (interview 
with Susan McGuire, 1997).
Despite these remarks, I suggest that the woman in white is prominent or even 
paramount within the dance. She has several moments of stillness and performs one of 
the few solos in the work which will be discussed in detail later in this chapter. The 
codes o f gender and of the individual dancer, then produce signifiers o f woman and her 
feelings rather than of man and woman and their shared emotions. The idea of man 
disappears and in the context of woman as paramount, man seems redundant.
The code of the body: The dancing body is the most important signifier in 
Diversion of Angels. Its signs are relatively unsupported by other signifiers such as 
specific characters, props and sets. The female dancing body is privileged as already 
discussed, but the male dancers perform varied choreography and are strong and agile 
partners for the women. They have an athletic repertory of acrobatic movements with 
backbends, leaps, dives and cartwheels that signify gymnastic physicality.
Graham's movement syntax is displayed to the full in Diversion of Angels and, 
as suggested earlier, the dance is self-reflexive as a celebration of Graham's system of 
movement and the lyrical dimension of her choreography that developed in the 1940s.
The code of the body as a classified medium of expression is a long established 
concept. Susan Foster writes for example, that a code of the body existed at the time 
when Graham began to choreograph:
....movement of the pelvis was associated, as it still is, with sexual 
primitive instincts and desires; the chest indicated emotion and feelings; 
and the head was thought to symbolise intellect, rationality and the 
process of thinking. Similarly, the periphery of the body was seen as
34
more articulate and intelligent than the intuitive central body, and the 
forthright, active and social right side of the body contrasted with the 
obscure, unconscious left side (Foster, 1986:79).
Foster's observation appears to relate to ideas adopted from Delsarte and made 
familiar to the American dance community during the first half of this century through 
the teachings of Ruth St. Denis and, more particularly, Ted Shawn. Shawn demonstrates 
in his book (1954) on the theories of Delsarte, how, for example, the hand in relation to 
"an imaginary cube in front of the body" can express states of emotion such as rejection, 
support, possession and so forth. Shawn gives detailed accounts o f "Meaning and Uses 
of Various Parts of the Body" explaining, for example that the "torso is the moral- 
emotional zone o f the body" and is divided into three sections with ( 1 ) the upper chest 
being:
....the mental zone, seat of honour, conscience, and as related to the 
lungs, the spiritual zone (for breath and spirit have one root word source);
(2) the middle torso is the emotional zone, seat of the affections, related 
to the heart and solar plexus; (3) the lower trunk, stomach, intestines, and 
sexual organs make it the seat of the appetites (Shawn, 1954:38).
This concept o f "zones" of the body appears again in Shawn's later book. Dance 
We Must (1974:49). Graham, as a pupil of Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn learnt 
theories that were filtered through American Delsartism. Along with the other pupils at 
Denishawn she had lessons from Henrietta Russell Hovey who taught a class "devoted to 
dramatic gesture based on the theories of François Delsarte" (Stodelle, 1984:22). 
Moreover, Stodelle suggests that Graham would have studied these theories o f  
expression at the Cumnock School where she was a student from 1913-16. As a pupil o f  
Shawn she would have learnt the credo that every movement made by the intending 
human body has a meaning (Shawn, 1954). She also probably invented body codes o f  
her own in order to produce the movement qualities she wanted; there used to be, for 
example, a graphic description of Indian torture - the suspension of victims from the
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breast-bone - this image was given regularly in Graham classes by teachers such as 
Bertram Ross to increase the spiral o f the upper torso in certain exercises. Graham 
developed an effective rhetoric for getting the qualities she needed from her dancers and 
in relation to Diversion of Angels, she remarks:
There is a quote from Genesis that I recite to the dancers for Diversion:
"The sons of God saw the daughters of men that they were fair; and they 
took them wives of all that they chose". "You're sons of God," I'd say,
"angels all o f you" (Graham, 1991:99).
Perhaps the major factor in Graham's body code is the organic process of 
contraction and release (see Appendix A). Whilst Isadora Duncan developed the use of 
the upper torso or solar plexus as a central inner force for the generation of peripheral 
movement, Graham took this discovery one stage further and located this power lower in 
the torso, in the pelvis. Graham's studio has been referred to as "the house of the pelvic 
truth" (Graham, 1991:211). Foster comments on this elemental force in Graham 
choreography:
The action begins in the pelvis, and the rest of the body follows 
segmentally and almost unwillingly (Foster, 1986:81).
The contraction, then, is one of the strongest indexical signs in Diversion of 
Angels. Through its physical intensity, it draws the gaze to the visceral area of the body 
and becomes a signifier, whose signified, through the code of the body, is feeling. This 
concept works as much for the dancers as it does for the viewer.
Movement done really powerfully can make you feel things as a dancer 
or as a person. If you take a deep contraction, even if you are not feeling 
anything particular, that deep contraction is going to create an emotional 
response in you and giving in to her [Graham's] work deeply, physically 
would pull things out of me (interview with Susan McGuire, 1997).
The specific nature of that feeling must be prompted by the visual information and 
signification communicated by signs produced through the other codes. For example in
36
Diversion of Angels, the women in red and white present a different form of the 
contraction. The woman in red demonstrates the convulsive percussive contraction. 
This sudden hollowing out of the upper body starting in the pelvis may be seen to 
connote Aphrodite or Venus thereby producing the signifier erotic. On the other hand, 
the woman in white connoting a Madonna or saint, presents a much shallower, subtler 
version of the contraction, the upper body is shown in a soft, curve - a muted sign of 
tender emotion.
There are signifiers in Diversion of Angels, generated through the code of 
colour, but the correlating signifieds depend on connotation rather than on denotation. 
Although the three featured dancers, for example, denote women in different coloured 
dresses, they are not intended to be iconic signs of any specific or named characters. It is 
interesting to note, however, that associations with ancient Greek Goddesses made here 
earlier may not be accidental as, according to Lang, Graham regularly consulted the 
mythologist, Joseph Campbell before she started work on her dances (Tracy, 1996). Yet 
through Westem cultural codes of colour, the dancers may be symbols, or signs proper, 
with signifieds saintly or passion or spring. In an earlier era, Graham's works were read 
through codes that had political associations. For example, a discussion on Course 
(1935) made here in Chapter 4 shows how the colours red, blue and green worn by the 
dancers in that work produced specific signification for the "interpretive [sic] 
community” of that time.
Although Diversion of Angels includes some signification arising from the 
colour of the dancers' costumes, the dancers as signifiers have other possible 
connotations. For example, the dancer in red, with her off-centre tilts, percussive 
contractions and fast runs, looks exciting. She suggests danger and eroticism. When the 
woman in yellow leaps, her feet seem hardly to touch the ground and she is an index of 
youthful exuberance indicating her zest for life and love. However, there are other more 
denotative signifiers in the work which situate it in a specific context. The kiss gestures
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(see page 61) and the halo motif (see page 28) are iconic signifiers tied to signifieds such 
as love and holiness. The dance evokes, therefore, both emotional and spiritual themes.
It is possible to perceive Diversion of Angels as a straightforward dance and as 
an evocation of the familiar Graham dance system. It is, as Roland Barthes suggests, 
readerly in that it demands little more from its viewers than to watch and enjoy or 
consume it. However, by applying the codes of mythology, narrative, gender, colour and 
so forth it becomes more writerly because the viewer works with the dance to explore 
how, as a text, interwoven with other texts and codes, it yields a plurality of meanings. 
The individual reader's response made from his/her own perspective also affects 
meaning. This in turn is influenced by the extent to which the viewer does or does not 
have experience or knowledge of prior discourses.
Diversion of Angels may be seen as a lyrical dance for seven female and four 
male dancers with no setting and danced to Dello Joio's specially composed, tuneful 
score. Other viewers may find it more dramatic since, according to the American critic
Jack Anderson "even a lyric piece, such as the beloved Diversion o f  A ngels  appears
to contain an implicit drama" (Anderson, 1986:26). The poet Ben Belitt, a friend and 
collaborator of Graham's viewed the dance in 1948 in symbolist terms referring to the 
three principal signifying dancers as "the blessing" (the woman in white), the "tempter" 
(the woman in red) and "the rose" (the woman in yellow) (Bellitt in Stodelle, 1984:167).
Graham herself observes that the woman in white "symbolizes mature love", the 
woman in yellow "adolescent love" and the woman in red "erotic love" but that they are 
all aspects of "the same woman". There is, though another area of signification in the 
dance. Graham as mentioned earlier here, had a private code in connection with the 
dancer in red. During her time with the Greenwich Follies in the early 1920s, she had 
seen, amongst other modem works, a painting by Vasily Kandinsky in the Chicago Art 
Institute which "had a streak of red going from one end to the other" (Graham, 1991:98). 
She promised herself that she would make a dance like that painting. As a dance analyst
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who has read Graham's observations about this personal or private code, I now think of 
the girl in red flashing across the stage as a signifier of the Kandinsky "flame". There are 
other painterly references too. Lang remarks that Graham admonished the dancers during 
rehearsals saying: "I want it [Diversion of Angels] to look like a Chagall" (Lang in 
Tracy, 1996:87). The references to modem art prompt me to see the dance in another 
dimension - in terms of pure colour, form and shape.
l.(b) Categories derived from linguistic terminology
The analysis so far has borrowed methods and terminology from semiotics in 
order to account for how a dance is invested or encoded with meaning by its creator and 
how that meaning is read or decoded by members of the interpretive community viewing 
it. The major concem of this study, however, is the morphology of Graham's vocabulary 
and syntax: the range of movements used and the ways in which they are put together. 
Exploration of meaning then becomes a matter of examining specific choices of dance 
movements made by the choreographer and presented in the context of the various 
elements that are semiotically or culturally coded.
Vocabulary and syntax are terms that are borrowed from linguistics and 
semiotics developed from research into language; this may lead to an assumption that 
dance is being treated in this study as a language. There is, however, a limited 
application o f language terminology to dance and the parallel between language and 
dance cannot be taken very far. The American musicologist Stephen Davies has 
provided a helpful chapter in his book Musical Meaning and Expression (1994). His 
demonstration of the inadequacies of a comparison between music and language can be 
applied usefully to dance. Yet, as Davies observes, it is established practice with music, 
as it is with dance, to refer to a lexicon of terms borrowed from language in discourses 
about dance; grammar, phrase, vocabulary and syntax are words long associated with 
dance theory. It seems justifiable, therefore, that the present analysis should make use of
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certain terms and methods that belong to the system of language. However, these are 
employed with caution in the recognition that too close an analogy between language and 
dance creates a redundancy in the visual and kinetic communication that is the special 
province o f dance. There is, therefore, no attempt to suggest that dance is a non-verbal 
language.
i. Vocabulary
The linguistic term vocabulary is frequently used in connection with the non­
verbal arts. Vocabulary in dance refers to the type and range of movements associated 
with a dance genre or with a particular choreographer. Foster has defined dance 
vocabulary as: "the individual movements o f which dance is composed" (Foster, 
1986:xviii). Davies, however, does not consider that music displays elements that 
"function as a vocabulary" (Davies, 1994:8) he follows a definition provided by Goran 
Hermerén to specify that:
There must be discrete and repeatable elements with a standardized 
meaning; each element is used in different contexts with the same 
(sometimes more than one) meaning (ibid:7).
According to the above condition, it would seem that dance has a shaky claim on 
'vocabulary'. The word arabesque, for example is amongst several ballet terms that 
appear in the Oxford English Dictionary. It is defined as a "posture"... a "ballet dancer's 
posture in which (the) body is bent forward on one leg with the other leg extended 
horizontally backwards" (McIntosh, revised in 1964:57). The arabesque depends for 
other meanings on its appearance in different visual contexts. For example, it can be 
used to suggest flight as in GIsêUê (1841) or Swan Lake (1877) or to demonstrate shape 
and form as in the work of Merce Cunningham. However, although these meanings do
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not appear in any dictionary and are not, therefore, fixed, there is some sense of 
agreement regarding them amongst the "interpretive community".
Graham has a lexicon of movements which are used in various contexts and 
according to different codes within her dances. There is for example the dart (see pages 
204-205 and 226-227) mentioned in Graham's writings on a variety o f dances from Night 
Journey (1947) to Clytemnestra (1958) (Graham, 1973:157 and 393). Although dance 
cannot altogether fulfil the linguistic conditions for having a vocabulary, it is proposed 
here that vocabulary is an appropriate term to use with reference to issues concerning 
range of movement or variety of steps in a dance genre or in the work of an individual 
choreographer.
ii. Syntax
Foster defines a syntax for dance as the "principles governing the selection and 
combination o f movements" (Foster, 1986:xviii). Zelinger is more specific in equating 
syntax with "langue" and explains how, in language, the syntagmatic plane "has more to 
do with the level of speech (parole), while syntax has more to do with language (langue)" 
(Zelinger, 1979:13).
According to Zelinger, syntax is an abstract concept representing the range of 
possible elements and the rules and customs that govern their combination. Thus syntax 
in Zelinger's theory is equivalent to a choreographer's storehouse of movement 
components or langue from which are generated individual syntagm or instances 
(parole/utterance) of dance.
The term syntax is used here specifically in connection with the assemblage of 
movement components into chains of dance material. Each instance of syntax is an act of 
selection and combination in the context of a particular dance; it is drawn from and 
invokes the abstract Graham movement system or langue. Zelinger's "syntagmatic plane"
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(1979:13) is parallel with the use of the term syntax in this study. Langue is treated here 
at the level of Graham's overall style; style, in its broadest sense, includes the major 
element of the movement system itself in relation to and including theme, use of dancers, 
costumes, props and sculpture, accompaniment and so forth.
The area of performance style, or the way in which the syntax is performed or 
presented by the dancers is referred to as personal style. There is a discussion under 2, 
Enquiry into the morphological nature of Graham dance, which relates to issues raised 
by Armelagos and Sirridge (1984) and by McFee (1992). Problems arise as to notions 
regarding what is danced, (vocabulary and syntax) and how that movement is performed 
(personal style). These two elements can be difficult to separate. This study addresses 
variations in the vocabulary and syntax danced in Graham's works as being, at times, a 
matter of choice or decision on the part of the choreographer or of dancers taking over 
roles (see Chapters 3 and 6). Variations over time in the syntactical ordering of the horse 
jumps from Frontier, for example, are discussed in Chapter 3 (see pages 153 and 158). It 
can be seen that the different ways of performing this series o f jumps affect visual 
impact and meaning. The study maintains, however, that the manner of performance 
alters inevitably over time due to changes in the dancer's physique and training.
Dance may justifiably borrow terms such as vocabulary, syntax and grammar 
from the linguistic model, but, as already suggested, the analogy between the two 
mediums is limited. Dance cannot, for example, fulfil the conditions for being a 
language in terms of argument or debate. Davies discusses this issue in relation to music 
and cites Hermerén in observing that in natural language: "a subject is identified and 
something is predicated of it" (Hermerén in Davies, 1994:11). Davies continues with 
this identification of a fundamental characteristic of language:
....assertion is a foundational function of language The meaning of
assertions, as with other grammatically complete linguistic units, depends 
on the meanings of the elements they comprise and the way the elements 
are ordered (Davies, 1994:12).
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Dance, like music has no function synonymous with the parts of speech of 
language, despite claims that have been made by Ann Hutchinson-Guest:
Dance is a "language" of expressive gestures through which non-verbal 
communication can be achieved. Like verbal language, it has basic "parts 
o f speech" (Hutchinson-Guest, 1977:17).
It seems inappropriate to suggest that dance has a literal grammar of movement 
analogous to the classifiable nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs and so forth of language. 
It is doubtful whether the syntax of movement itself unsupported by the broader context 
of the choreography in which it is situated, delivers a semantic comparable with that of 
the natural language-based sentence. Dance cannot, for example, perform illocutionary 
acts which "do something in the saying: - I promise to be good" (Eagleton, 1983:118). 
The literal relationship between movement and meaning, between the signifier and the 
signified cannot be claimed for dance except in the special case of South Asian and 
ballet mime. It has been shown in the discussions of post-structuralism that there is a 
problem in the medium of language itself in citing an exact correspondence between 
signifier and the signified (relationship of word with object, idea or state). This applies 
especially to literary works where meaning is often ambiguous. But the repertory of 
devices or modes in language - interrogation, negation, quantification and so forth allows 
it to function discursively, to debate concepts and issues. It is suggested that dance, like 
music:
....presents a content that invites understanding. It might also be the case, 
that in one way or another, music draws attention to, and reflects on, 
extramusical phenomena, such as the world of human emotion. But its 
meaning is not stated (Davies, 1994:23).
Dance shows rather than states a number of things: psychological conditions, 
feelings, relationships, attitudes towards the world, which are often inexpressible in 
language and which the audience interprets according to cultural experience and
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background. Dance does not, though, in itself, present a discursive or scientific act of 
reasoning. It is suggested here that the meaning to be found in dance, derives from or is 
read in the movement as viewed within the context of the dance. The context presents 
various elements and strands that are semiotically or culturally coded.
Since the major focus of this study is the morphology of Graham's vocabulary 
and syntax: the range of movements used and the ways in which they are put together, 
the discussion now moves to a detailed examination of isolated dance movement 
components and considers research into methods of analysis that are available in current 
dance theory.
2. Enquiry into the morphological nature of Graham dance
2. (a) Analytical perspective
This study maintains that dance should be treated differently fi-om 'natural 
language' although it has been suggested that analytic methodology and terminology 
adopted fi-om language theory are useful tools for the dance analyst. In proposing 
methodological models, studies in dance anthropology, for example, have based 
themselves on the linguistic theory developed by Saussure. In 1972, the dance 
anthropologist Adrienne Kaeppler conducted research into the Tongan dance culture 
drawing on an analogy between the structure of language and the structure of dance for 
the formation of her methodology. Kaeppler's analysis was made from a position of 
living and working inside the Tongan culture (emic) rather than as an outside observer of 
it (etic).
The Bartenieff team of movement analysts and notators conducted a research 
exercise which focused on the analysis of a non-Westem dance form. The team was 
headed by Irmgard Bartenieff, and, following Kaeppler's work, it set out to identify a 
hierarchy of movement components for the purposes of notation. The focus of the
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analysis carried out was to record in Labanotation and Effort/Shape systems of 
movement analysis a "dance item known as Cholkettu, from the repertory of the 
Mohiniyattam dance genre" of south-west India (Bartenieff et al, 1984:3). Unlike 
Kaeppler, they did not go into the field and participate in the culture. The team 
approached the work as viewers (etic) although they were advised by an Indian dance 
practitioner with "first-hand knowledge of the techniques and performance of many 
classical dance forms of India with research and study of their background, history, and 
textual materials" (ibid: 11).
The starting point for the morphological analysis I have made in this thesis came 
from studies such as the one made by Kaeppler in 1972. Following Saussure, she 
identified the kineme as the smallest unit of movement "recognised as significant by 
people o f a given dance tradition" (ibid, 1972:174). The kineme corresponds to the 
Bartenieff team's "element/component" or "the smallest unit recognized by a particular 
tradition or observer" (ibid, 1984:6).
The model I have formulated for the purposes of this study is explained and 
illustrated through an analysis of movement components from a dance in Diversion of 
Angels: the solo of the woman in white (see Diagram 1, page 54). The solo has been 
selected because it is the only time in the work when one dancer is alone on the stage for 
sufficient time to allow the analyst to concentrate on solo movement conceived as such 
without any relation to other dancing bodies. The solo occurs approximately eight 
minutes into the work, just after the dancer in yellow has traversed the stage with a 
phrase of leaps. The woman in white dances alone for about a minute before she makes 
her exit as four men enter from the opposite side of the stage in canon. The pace of the 
solo seems slow and sustained in contrast to the material that surrounds it and the 
phrasing is fluid. Susan McGuire confirmed, as I had thought, that there is a certain 
degree of flexibility in the way that the movement is phrased. In contrast, for example, to
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the chorus work, where the timing is precise and exact, the soloist in Graham’s work has 
more freedom in the way that she moves in time and space.
The hierarchy of dance units proposed in the present thesis is based on an inside 
knowledge of Graham's movement system and observation of a range of works from her 
repertory. As stated here (see page 13), my major perspective is similar to Kaeppler's and 
is drawn from participation in the dance culture itself. However, in common with the 
Bartenieff team, I have watched recordings of dances and have studied the observations 
of a range of Graham dancers who have performed with her through time. Following 
both Kaeppler and the Bartenieff team, I have identified in Graham's system what 1 
consider to be the smallest unit of movement that can be recognized by the practitioner 
and the observer of her dances.
2. (b) Hierarchy of movement units
i. The event
Throughout all the analyses carried out, I have continued to be convinced that the 
most readily perceived element in Graham's movement system is polykinetic. In other 
words, the body is read generally as a whole, with several body parts moving 
simultaneously. Such a unit of movement or "group of elements executed concurrently" 
is the second in the Bartenieff team's hierarchy and is termed a "constellation/cluster" 
(Bartenieff, 1984:6).
The continuum of Graham movement is divided into patterns of body-parts that 
are both perceived and performed as whole units, although there are monokinetic 
elements such as a breath impulse or a step that initiate the units. Catch-steps and energy 
or breath impulses are not always seen by the spectator and may be deliberately down­
played by the dancer. These steps and impulses act as catalysts for the observable
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significant units. In the 'half-split fall'^, for example, there is an almost imperceptible 
intake of breath which precedes this dramatic event. The breath helps to propel the 
weight on to the supporting leg before the legs split away from each other and the body 
sinks to the floor. Such breath impulses or catch steps correspond to Kaeppler's kineme 
since they are "recognized by people of a given dance tradition" (1972:174).
The polykinetic unit has been discussed by Jordan (1986) with the term event as 
a basic unit of duration for both music and dance. Although the present analysis is not 
primarily concerned with rhythm, event is felt to be an appropriate term for the first 
Graham dance unit, since Graham work, like Humphrey's, is within the overall field of 
Western modem dance. Jordan considers that individual steps are "primarily responsible 
for creating the pattern of impulses" in Humphrey's movement syntax (Jordan, 1986:38). 
Humphrey's work is, therefore, more readily perceived and analysed polykinetically as it 
"involves congmency within the body" (ibid). Similarly, movements in Graham dance 
are both seen and learnt as a simultaneous conglomeration of body-part gestures and it is 
the body as a whole which occupies the attention of both the audience gaze and the 
dance practitioner. Steps in Graham are a way of shifting the weight from one side of 
the body to the other. Although they are integral to the combination of elements in the 
syntax and require muscular strength and co-ordination, they are not as complex or 
detailed as they are, for example, in ballet or in Curmingham syntax. Monokinetic 
elements in Graham dance (individual body-part movements) function in a way that is 
similar to Humphrey work. They are weight-transferring agents and breath or gesture- 
led impulses that are used to initiate polykinetic units which involve several body-parts 
moving together.
"^Graham's terms are "wide 2nd fall, "fall in wide 2nd" (1973) and "wide split 
fall" (1991:214) see page 203 of the present study).
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It is proposed, therefore, that analysis of Graham dance begins with whole body 
movements as the most significant units, referred to here (following Jordan) as events. 
There may be times during very close morphological analysis, however, when the event 
needs to be broken down monokinetically, that is into individual body-part units; in 
such instances, individual arm, leg, head or body part movement will be discussed as 
gestures.
The fact that Graham dance comprises movement units that involve body parts 
moving contiguously through time can be seen in the opening event of the solo for the 
woman in white from Diversion of Angels. There is a shift of the weight forwards on to 
the right leg in low level as the other leg extends in an arabesque line behind the dancer. 
Thus the preparatory event and the resulting shape in the body are linked directly. It is 
difficult to observe, therefore, and to consider this preparatory step (event) as being a 
discrete component and separate from the more dominant shape or design into which it 
leads.
It is more appropriate, therefore, in the examination of Graham's syntax to think 
of the two elements - walk and the shape in the body as a single entity (event) because 
transitional movements in Graham's syntax are down-played by the performer and are 
inconspicuous to the viewer. It is the more dramatic shift of the body's weight through 
space linking directly to the design which the viewer reads.
ii. Spatial elements
The body design: Valerie Preston-Dunlop analyses spatial characteristics 
following Laban's theories on choreutics. She discusses the choreutic unit as being of 
"two kinds; the line and the curve" and specifies the varieties of lines (vertical, 
horizontal, oblique) and curves (circular, flattened, arched and spiral) that occur in terms 
of size, location and direction (Preston-Dunlop, 1983:77-88). Of major interest to this
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study is Preston-Dunlop's identification of the "utterance" of the choreutic units or how 
they are made manifest in the "actual shapes" and the "virtual shapes" that "appear in the 
dancer's body" (ibid:82). Preston-Dunlop specifies the "body design" and explains: "the 
choreutic unit inhabits the body itself. The unit is perceived immediately as a visible 
patterning of limbs, or torso or head" (ibid:83).
In Graham dance, the event travelling through time often results in a body 
design, a polykinetic unit sustained or held in time and space. Having watched a number 
o f dances from Graham's repertory and after carrying out close analysis o f three works, 1 
have come to the conclusion that this term can be usefully applied to Graham's syntax. 
Most of the choreutic units that inhabit the limbs in Graham's work are linear and this 
characteristic gives rise to her work being read as angular although it will be shown 
during the discussion of spatial progression on page 50 that the virtual traces of limb 
movements in space are, at times, arcs and circles. It is suggested, however, that the 
actual linear elements of Graham's body designs often overpower the virtual curves, 
spirals, arches and circles that are traced by the body in space.
Spatial projection: Preston-Dunlop defines the term "spatial projection" as "a 
line or a curve which continues beyond the body into the kinesphere or into the shared 
space...made visible by the dynamics and timing of the performance and by the 
behaviour of the body fragments which initiate it" (ibid:83-84). This notion is helpful in 
describing a physical quality and dynamic element required in the execution of Graham 
work. The focus, energy and direction of movements are directed or projected outwards 
into and beyond the kinesphere or, conversely inwards or towards the very depths of the 
body itself.
Spatial tension: It is suggested that the quality of spatial projection overlaps in 
Graham work with the notion of "spatial tension" which Preston-Dunlop describes as a 
visible force when, for example: "the two palms are made to face each other, and the fact 
of their facing is drawn to the attention of the audience by the manner of performance,
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spatial tension exists between the two hands" (ibid:83). The majority of events that take 
place in Graham's movement system can be characterised, too, by this quality of spatial 
tension. The Graham practitioner must always use sufficient effort to push into, pull 
against or away from some unseen force - in many instances, gravity. At other times, 
there is a relational pull or pressure against the air between one limb and another. Such 
effort on the part of the dancer creates a particular effect in the way that the body 
inhabits space. Thus spatial tension, as with spatial projection in Graham's work, is very 
real in terms of physical pressure and can be usefully applied, for example, to the 
contraction where the dancer has to use a strong sense of physical counter tension. This 
involves a lift and curve in the torso that allows the pelvis to tilt under (see Appendix A). 
The upper body pulls away from an unseen force as the arms and legs push against this 
same invisible element. Some instances of the contraction involve extreme, physical 
effort on the part of the dancer even though the force which they appear to be resisting is 
illusory. According to the viewer's perspective, then, the effect of spatial tension in 
Graham work, particularly in relation to the contraction, complies with Preston-Dunlop's 
definition as an "illusory line" (ibid: 82) or "illusory" circling of space.
Spatial progression: The concept of "illusory line" or "illusory" circling of 
space can be discussed further in terms of Preston-Dunlop's "spatial progression," which 
she describes as "essentially spatial pattern perceived through time, for it has no 
positional content, only a motional content" (ibid:82). Again this idea can be usefully 
applied to Graham's work. It is shown in Chapter 2 that in the early part of her career, 
the radical, new movement vocabulary was read as overwhelmingly angular but that in 
fact, Graham's movement traced circles in the air (see pages 80-81 ). It can be suggested, 
therefore, that from the viewer's perspective in the 1930s, the actual vertical, horizontal 
and oblique lines of the body designs overpowered the effect of the circular or curved 
virtual traces made by the body through space. This may be an important point in 
accounting for changes in the manner of performance by Graham practitioners over the
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years (often with Graham's approval) and in noting ways o f seeing Graham's work that 
may have softened over time. If there is a diminution of the linear quality of the actual 
choreutic units that inhabit the Graham body design by the performer, these angular units 
will be read by the observer as curves. This in turn will result in the virtual spiral, arched 
or circular traces being more legible. Thus, the curved, circular aspect of the work will 
be privileged and the movement vocabulary, therefore, will lose its hard-edged quality.
iii. The motif
The motif is an established and useful concept in dance analysis theory. It is 
particularly relevant to Graham dance since there are recurring patterns of movement 
within individual dances.
Motif type 1: Some motifs in Graham dance are (perhaps, more readily
perceived as) body designs since they are held in time like a photographed image whilst 
others are about motion.
Motif type 2 - Signature: There are certain motifs in Graham work that appear 
so often across her various dances that they are called here signature motifs. The 'knee 
vibrations' for example (see page 110) appear in dances as different from each other as 
Clytemnestra (1958) and Acts o f Light (1981). It is also these signature motifs which 
become familiar as they are taught in Graham classes and are often adopted, either 
consciously or unconsciously, by other choreographers (see Appendix D). One of the 
most universal and familiar signature motifs in Graham's system over time is the 
contracted or cupped hand. It is a gesture that completes many arm movements and the 
relationship between hand and body can be characterised by the term spatial tension. 
This quality is inherent in much of Graham's work (see page 49). Whilst the contracted 
or cupped hand may register perceptually as a shape or design, it is produced by the 
dancer through an actual, physical tension, most often between the hand and the 
contracted torso. Thus, there is an illusory line between one part of the body and another.
51
The cupped hand signature motif assumes different signification according to the 
context in which it appears. At times it may be read as an iconic signifier for Christianity 
or religious practices as in Primitive Mysteries (1931), El Penitents (1940) or Seiaphic. 
Dialogue (1955T Such interpretations arise since Graham's 'cupped' hand gesture reflects 
the hand positions seen in early and Renaissance art depicting religious subjects. At 
other times, the extreme, even contorted shape of the cupped hand is an index of emotion 
or state of mind as in Deep Song (1937), Night Journey (1947) and Diversion of Anggls 
(1948).
The motif is used here to refer to recurring shapes or movements within and 
specific to an individual Graham dance. Signature motif refers to a recurring shape or 
movement that is seen in more than one Graham dance, often in works with very 
different themes.
In the solo under consideration, there is a particular body design of arm, leg, head 
and torso gestures which is repeated several times within the solo as well as in other 
areas of Diversion of Angels (see Fig.l, page 53). The upper torso faces front, whilst 
the hip of the raised leg is isolated and rotated inwards. The raised leg is bent and the 
position of the hip twists the bend of the leg so that it is held in an angular inverted 
position across the body. The arms are held in a shoulder-high oval shape and the chest 
is lifted with the torso leaning slightly backwards. The shape is symmetrical in the top 
half of the body but asymmetrical in the hips and legs, thus providing a complex, almost 
contradictory body design. This image is a central motif in the solo because it is the 
subject of several developments. At one point, for example, the dancer sinks to her 
knees whilst still maintaining the upper body twisted against the bending knees (see 
Diagram 1:C, page 54). She then makes a turn fi*om this position and reassumes the 
motif before making a step backwards whilst still sustaining this position (ibid:D).
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Figure 1: Maxine Sherman in the ‘Motir from the solo for the woman in white Diversion o f  Angels 
(1948) Lockyer (1991) London: BBC
;
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Diagram 1 : Solo  for the  wom an In white  from 
Diversion of Angels (1948)
Arabesque Ball attitude Arabesque Ball attitude Arabesque Ball attitude 
Q  Arabesque turn
P  hop^^i hop^^i Hop to W )
^  /W  kneel
G
7 Bend body Stepforwards in backwards motif
0» is)
F ^  / J  Turn In Arabesque
backwards arabesque on diagonal
in /  return to
Step-J step-J Step-J Step-J
backwards backwards backwards backwards
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The body design or movement motif, and the repetition and variation of it (motif) 
and its appearance in other Graham dances (signature motif) are major elements in 
Graham's movement vocabulary and syntax. Motifs are a feature which characterise her 
system and which contribute to the familiarity and stylisation of her work. The clarity of 
shape in the body designs and the reiteration of this kind of image throughout Graham's 
system results in events of this type being the most striking and, therefore, the most 
reproduced in other systems, helping perhaps to institutionalise Graham's style. The 
idiosyncratic nature of her work and its eclecticism are features that are less recognised 
or marked and many of these devices have not found their way into the standard Graham 
system. Idiosyncratic events have already been mentioned here in connection with 
Tiresias' hops in Night Journey and will be discussed under v. (page 62) and during the 
analysis of Frontier in Chapter 3.
iv. The oriental event and borrowings from various sources
...I am a thief - but with this reservation - I think I know 
the value of that I steal & I treasure it for all time - not as 
a possession but as a heritage & as a legacy [sic]
(Graham, 1973:303).
Graham syntax is interspersed with borrowings from and references to other 
dance cultures and this may be traced back to the early years of her career. The 
experimental phases of her development were overseen by Louis Horst who had an 
interest in the work of Mary Wigman and her disciples. He showed Graham photographs 
of Wigman that he brought back from his trip to Vienna in 1925 and something of 
Wigman's dramatic presence on stage, independent of costume or settings, must have 
influenced Graham's new direction. In 1928, Wigman's pupil, Harald Kreutzberg came 
to New York and when he rehearsed in Graham's studio, she remained there as a keen
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observer (Soares, 1992:73). If the work of Wigman and Kreutzberg did influence 
Graham's new "philosophy of economy to get away from all flowing [movement]" (Horst 
in Soares, 1992:55), it was, nevertheless, Graham herself who forged her new technique.
She just stood still and did percussive things. She did dances on a dime.
She developed a system of tucking under and moving the whole body 
more, but sharply. She worked out a lot of primitive-like, sharp, sculpted 
things (ibid).
In 1930 Graham and Horst visited New Mexico and Graham steeped herself in 
the landscape and the Spanish-influenced culture of the Mexican-Indians. Primitive 
Mysteries (1931) is the first dance to reflect the intensity of her experiences of the 
Spanish/Indian religious rites and rituals. Movement events in this dance bear the traces 
of a dance culture which is other to Graham's. For example, the chorus of women 
perform a curious sequence of leaps in the 'Cruciflxus' or central section of the dance. 
Travelling in a circle with the supporting leg in a low plié and torso bent forwards, the 
dancers unfold one leg and spring on to it. The arms are held to the back of the body with 
the elbows pulled back and the unfolding movement and spring forwards begin slowly. 
The jump gathers speed gradually until the dancers are leaping or running quite fast 
around the stage in a circular pathway. The event is extraordinary in its effect of 
primitivism and power and may have been borrowed or adapted from the Mexican- 
Indian dance vocabulary.
From an Oriental culture comes a distinctive motif which is seen in the solo for 
the woman in white from Diversion of Angels. It is presented is an attitude position with 
the corresponding arm held to the front of the dancer. The arm is held with a slightly 
relaxed elbow and the wrist is flexed with the palm facing outwards. This motif 
resembles a similar body design seen in a turning movement from Cave of the Heart
(1946). Graham notes such a movement as the "Bali turn" or "Bali attitude" (1973:154 
and 163). Susan McGuire danced the woman in white with the Graham Company in the
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1970s and she maintains that this body design was called simply an attitude at this point 
in Graham's career. It is suggested here, however, that the attitude on plié with its 
accompanying arm gesture corresponds to the bali attitude, a movement device which is 
related to Graham's borrowings from Oriental dance (see Fig. la, page 58).
Orientalism was a major factor in Graham's background. Her father had collected 
Chinese artefacts and she remarks that he instilled in her a "love of the Orient" (Graham, 
1991:34). When Graham was fourteen years old, the family moved to the West Coast of 
America and Graham writes in her autobiography:
California was a world of flowers. Oriental people, people with Spanish
blood, a life completely different from our life in Pittsburgh My
interest in the Orient came not only from the prettiness of the Chinese 
things in our home, but also by the fact that we were surrounded by
Chinese people. They were very beautiful Curiously, I have always
felt more Asian than American (ibid:44).
Graham's Denishawn background is another factor in her preoccupation with Oriental 
dance. Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn are renowned for the various "foreign techniques" 
(ibid:65) from which they borrowed for their dances. The majority of the works in which 
Graham performed during her years with them introduced her to the exotic dance 
imagery of various dance cultures including those of East India and Japan. There is a 
photograph of her in an Egyptian-influenced pose as Princess Isis in a pageant arranged 
by St. Denis and Shawn (Graham, 1991 n.p.) and the most significant role that Graham 
danced in the Denishawn Company was an Aztec Princess in Ted Shawn's dance XochitI 
(1920).
The first concerts that Graham gave as an independent dancer bore strong traces 
of her years with Denishawn. Amongst the solos she choreographed in 1926 for herself
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Figure la: Mary Hinkson in bali attitude motif from Diversion o f Angels (1948) Stodelle, 1984
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to dance were those with titles such as Scène Javanaise or Three Poems of the East (see 
Appendix B). The more radical work that Graham began developing at this time stripped 
away the decorative aspect of Denishawn's exotic traits. Graham concentrated on 
rediscovering the contours of the body as an expressive medium for the rebellious forces 
within society or the raw emotions of the individual. In her redefinition o f attitudes to the 
female body and her pursuit o f a new, American aesthetic, Graham's references to the 
exoticism and Orientalism of Denishawn declined.
When Graham began dancing with Erick Hawkins in 1938, she may have 
rediscovered something of the partnerships she had experienced with Ted Shawn and 
Charles Weidman with whom she performed in the 1920s when she was with 
Denishawn. The first ten years of her independent career featured her as an autonomous 
soloist accompanied by the women dancers of her Group. Thus, Graham had evolved her 
movement vocabulary and personal performance style as an independent, stalwart 
woman. A discussion in Chapter 2 examines a softening of Graham's spartan vocabulary 
in 1938 which is evident in film clips of a duet she dances with Hawkins. When she 
began exploring male/female relationships in her post-1938 dances, she presented 
signification of a different aspect o f womanhood. WTiilst she did not relinquish the 
concept of woman as central to her dances or of herself centre stage, she reapplied 
concepts of female sexuality which resonated with those she had absorbed at Denishawn. 
It is reasonable to assume, therefore, that selections made from her paradigm of oriental 
events, such as "Bali turns" or "Javanese foot movement" (Graham, 1973:158) are 
borrowings from Denishawn (Stodelle, 1984:216) and became signature motifs that 
entered Graham's vocabulary after the late 1930s and during the early 1940s.
This period of time comes to mind, particularly because visual evidence suggests 
that Graham's vocabulary in 1938-42 stressed an attitude on plié body design but with 
the torso dipped towards the ground. A film clip (Lasseur, 1994) shows a group of
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women in approximately 1937/38, performing, one after the other, a sharp fouetté turn
into the attitude on plié with dropped torso.
I remember there was a turn in American Document where you brought 
your leg up and then twisted your leg like a fouetté, pressing way forward 
with your hip out into your hand. We had to do it three times, and I used 
to have to work like hell by myself to master the technique o f that turn 
(Dudley in Tracy, 1996:56).
A photograph of Jean Erdman taken in 1942 (Helpem, 1991) shows a "lift with back leg 
in attitude." Here the dancer stands on one leg with the torso vertical, arms rounded 
overhead (fifth position) and the raised leg bent behind. She is shown again in a second 
photograph where the "plié and tilt forwards with back leg in attitude" is described as a 
further development of the first attitude position. Here one arm is curved in line with the 
head and the other is held out to the side of the body. A photograph of Merce 
Cunningham also taken in 1942 shows "plié with back leg in attitude." Although this is 
similar to Erdman's pose, Cunningham's torso is slightly lifted and the arm, held in a 
curved shape in firont of the body, is not as high as in Erdman's attitude. It is possible, 
therefore that these body designs led the way to the development of the bali attitude. 
This is still presented in a plié with back leg in attitude but features a vertical torso with 
the gesturing arm raised forwards at shoulder level (see Fig.la, page 58).
It is suggested, therefore, that in the post-1942 syntax, the dropped torso was 
combined with the arabesque leg extension rather than with the attitude. For example, 
the cave turn developed for Cave of the Heart (1946) shows the long, oblique line of the 
body made firom the head at low level to the leg raised high in arabesque. On the other 
hand, the attitude in plié, is seen more often combined with the torso held vertical as in 
the bali attitude.
It seems clear that Graham did borrow from other dance cultures for the 
vocabulary and syntax of her system. For example, notes on Acrobats o f God ( 1960) 
include references to "Bolero for company" ..."Minuet" and "3 girls (3 little swans)"
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which suggests a reference to Swan Lake (Graham, 1973:360-363). Acrobats of God is 
Graham's comment on the art and profession of the dancer (see pages 231-232) and it 
can be seen that it includes an allusion to the cygnets' dance from Act 2 of Swan Lake 
(1877). Graham's three dancers cross the stage in développé events followed by prances. 
Since they are springs that change from one foot to the other, these prances look similar 
to the four cygnets' emboîtés.
Prances can be made in either a parallel leg position or, as in Acrobats of God, in 
turn-out. In this instance, the leading foot changes alternately from fifth position in front 
to fifth behind. Although the prances in turn-out look similar to emboîtés, the supporting 
knee is softer in the more balletic event than it is in the Graham prance where only the 
gesturing leg bends. The Graham prance is accompanied by circular movements of the 
arms and is, therefore, a larger event than is the emboîté o f academic ballet.
There are other borrowings, too, in Graham's vocabulary of mimetic and 
behavioural gesture from several sources. For example, she refers to specific imagery to 
be included in the syntax for Night Journey :
Dance o f Jocasta
as though she were a wooden doll- 
Bewildered-deranged-caught in trap -
(Something of the trapped lion) (ibid:297) [sic].
In Diversion of Angels, there are several instances of dancers blowing kisses to their 
partners. For example, the girl in yellow makes an arabesque event on plié and touching 
the fingers of one hand to her lips she extends the arm towards her partner. The woman 
in white and her partner make a similar gesture several times throughout the duet. The 
kissing gesture is an icon since it is an accepted cultural signifier of affection, and has 
some iconic representation of the action as it is carried out in real life. It has already been 
suggested here that in the syntax of Graham's duets, the dancers do not embrace each 
other closely. However in Diversion of Angels and in the Bride's first solo from
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Appalachian Spring (1944), the gesture o f a blown kiss denotes affection and connotes 
romantic love.
V. The idiosyncratic event
This term can be applied to a number o f devices in Graham's system which are 
not standard or commonplace in her selection and assemblage of movement. 
Idiosyncratic events are, in fact, special since they are incidents of movement that occur 
in a specific work in connection with a particular character. There are, for example, the 
fluttering hand movements or beats of the hands made by the Bride in her first solo in 
Appalachian Spring G 9441 Here the Bride takes mincing steps forwards, both arms bent 
sharply and hands beating against the shoulder. This event resonates with the way in 
which the four Followers shake their skirts when they dance at the beginning of the 
work. Within the context of the dance as a whole, the Bride’s idiosyncratic event, and 
the skirt-shaking action, signify youthful excitement tinged with an anxious anticipation.
In Diversion of Angels, there is an idiosyncratic event which occurs as the dancer 
in yellow and three of the chorus women make a circular pattern around the stage. The 
four dancers take a tilt on to the upstage (left leg) and then a step into second position on 
relevé. Here they change very fast fi-om foot to foot in a kind of shuffle that moves them 
forwards. The arms are held in a diamond shape at low level in front of the body. The 
palms of the hands face each other and the hands flutter in a gesture which complements 
the pulsating foot movements. This nervous, idiosyncratic event is peculiar to Diversion 
of Angels and signifies in the context of the dance, perhaps, the burgeoning of spring and 
the effervescence of youth.
The term idiosyncratic is used here, too, in a more general sense in connection 
with the highly personalised aspect of the solo material that Graham made for herself to 
dance. Discussions under personal style introduced in Chapter 1 and continued in
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Chapters 3 and 6 will examine the idiosyncratic nature o f Graham's performances over 
time.
vi. The phrase
The linguistic phrase is defined as "a group of words containing no finite verb 
but making a unit that functions as a noun, an adjective or an adverb within a sentence. 
It is thus always dependent on the rest of the sentence and cannot stand on its own" 
(Ridout and Witting, 1964:238). There is no suggestion here that a linguistic phrase 
need be of any particular length, but only that, as an entity, it is not complete in itself. 
The same may be true of the dance phrase although there is no element that corresponds 
with the concept of the "finite verb" in dance. Bartenieff et al mention their difficulty in 
pinning down the nature and time span of a phrase:
In size it was felt to be between a constellation (a single event^ 
comprising several concurrent elements) and a sequence (a series of 
events). In content it was felt to be a series of movements that 
encompass a definite idea (not necessarily narrative), and a sense of 
continuity through organisation into a beginning, a middle, and an end 
(Bartenieff, 1984:6).
This accords with notions of the phrase in dance suggested by Doris Humphrey. 
She specifies that a phrase should have "a beginning and an end, rises and falls in its 
over-all line, and differences in length for variety" (Humphrey, 1959:68). Humphrey also 
observes that a phrase should have a "high point" either at the beginning, in the middle 
or near the end. Humphrey suggests that the length of a phrase can be based on time 
spans ranging in length according to functions of the human body. There are shorter
^The Bartenieff team do not include the term event in their methodology although their 
description of it as "comprising several concurrent elements" (ibid) corresponds to my 
definition and use of this term.
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periods of time when, "the heart beats and rests; the lungs fill and subside," and longer 
time scales relating to "the energy-filled day, followed by the restful night" (ibid:67). 
Thus, as with the linguistic phrase, it is not so much length of material that constitutes 
the phrase but more the idea contained within it. The dance phrase is perhaps closer to 
the linguistic sentence as the degree of completeness o f idea in the dance phrase is 
stronger than in the linguistic phrase. Blom and Chaplin remark: "just as a sentence is 
comprised of separate words, so a phrase is made up of individual movements". They 
specify, following Humphrey, that a dance phrase is "a grouping o f related movements 
that have kinesthetic logic and institution, and are connected by their co-operative 
creation of a unit" (Blom, and Chaplin, 1982:23).
Donaldson observes that the phrase is "arguably the core structural unit in 
performance dance, certainly the one most commonly designated" (1993:51). She has 
made a comprehensive study of the dance phrase and identified "three areas of 
commonality" in various terminologies used to describe it. In (1) "it stands as a coherent, 
independently functioning whole, while at the same time functioning as a part within the 
larger whole - whether that is the dance itself, or the various structural levels of which it 
is comprised" (ibid). (2) relates to the "integrity of the phrase" and stresses its inherent 
property of "beginning, middle, and end" (ibid) and (3) concerns notions of similarity in 
emphasising the "relational nature of the phrase, both in terms of its component units, 
and in terms of the relation of phrase to phrase" within a dance (ibid: 152).
The phrase is difficult to identify in relation to Graham's system. McGuire agrees 
that movements occur in phrases but maintains that there should be no obvious 
separation between them. "There is always a sense of something sustaining through, like 
a song, for instance, rather than speech where you cut off at the end of a period" 
(interview with Susan McGuire, 1997).
From the physical experience of Graham's work and through watching a range of 
dances, I feel that the main characteristics of the Graham phrase or phrase markers in
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Graham dance are (a) a pause in time, or moment o f immobility in space and (b) a 
change in the nature o f movement material presented.
The first two events of the woman in white's solo {arabesque and bali attitude 
motifs) appear to comprise a phrase since they represent an overall movement idea and 
are separated from one another by a pause. This phrase presented by the woman in white 
appears in other parts of Diversion o f Angels becoming, perhaps, the woman in white's 
phrase motif.
A phrase can also constitute material that is centred around the motif introducing 
it or developing it. For example, the major motif o f the central solo is introduced in a 
phrase that begins with a restatement of the first motif {arabesque) followed by a turn on 
both legs which finishes in the central motif shape. This body design is accentuated by a 
fast bend of the supporting leg signalling the end of one phrase and the beginning of the 
next (see Diagram 1 :B, page 54).
The Graham phrase can often consist of opposing material where events are in 
direct contrast to one another. For example, the woman in red performs a phrase with a 
body design showing the dancer facing front in an extreme tilt o f the whole body with 
the working leg raised high to the side. This is followed immediately by an event 
consisting of the upper body folding sharply in deep contraction (see page 30). The 
contrast seen here - the extremely open upper body in opposition to the extremely closed 
upper body - lends an element of confrontation or danger to the movement material 
performed by the woman in red which differs entirely from the serenity and harmony 
shown in the more fluid syntax of the solo for the woman in white.
There are phrases, too, where an event is repeated immediately several times in 
succession. In other words, there is a series of identical movements repeated four or 
five times with, maybe a catch-step linking each repetition. For example the woman in 
white exits by travelling backwards on a diagonal pathway. She uses a stepping event
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accompanied by a circular gesture of the raised leg. The motif body design^ is 
maintained with the focus held towards the audience as the five sets of stepping motifs 
move the dancer off stage (ibid:G). Phrases of material seen in immediate repetition are 
common in Graham syntax as will be demonstrated during discussions here on Frontier 
and Night Journey.
The analysis carried out of the solo for the woman in white suggests that the 
syntax consists of complementary stepping or walking entrance and exit phrases. The 
structure of the solo is symmetrical with three entry phrases o f repeated material (ibid:A) 
and five phrases for the exit (ibid:G). These phrases of regular, rhythmic construction 
firame five phrases o f varying lengths built around a central motif made to both sides of 
the body.
Most of the phrases are complementary in design as they consist of material that 
is a variation of or on the major motif. There appears to be an extended, central phrase 
where the dancer takes a step back in the motif before rotating to stage left and making a 
new body design. This design is an attitude where the supporting leg is straight and the 
leg held to the back is bent. The downstage arm (right) is lifted high and is slightly 
curved. The bent leg straightens into arabesque as the upper body leans forwards and the 
raised arm extends forwards in a complementary line to the lifted leg. The upper body 
folds inwards in a shallow contraction thus causing the raised leg to bend and pulling it 
in towards the body. The dancer moves the leg around to the front of the body and 
reassumes the motif (ibid:E).
The arabesque phrase is a muted and less confi-ontational version of the side tilt 
and contraction shown by the woman in red. The dancer in white is seen in profile with
^In this instance the motif body design is made with the left leg raised and held across 
the body.
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the leg behind her in a closed line. This contrasts with the side title of the woman in red 
which presents a more open leg position.
The vocabulary of the woman in white's solo seems fragmentary because of the 
frequent repetition of phrases and of the pauses at the end of phrases. However, the 
repetition o f these phrases, and of the motif in all its developments, results in memorable 
images o f body design and shape. Within Graham's syntagm repetition o f elements, such 
as phrases, is a device that she uses frequently. From her earliest all-female dances, 
Graham retained the process of "spreading similar movement out, breaking it up, and 
fracturing it among the various groups" (Dudley, 1997:45).
2. (c) The integration of costume in Graham  syntax
Events performed as body designs, motifs and so forth are affected considerably 
by Graham's concept of costume. Although it is beyond the bounds of the present study 
to discuss the impact that Graham's work has had on theatrical design in general and on 
dance costuming in particular, some attention must be given to the place of elements 
such as skirts in Graham's syntax. For example, Graham refers to "an image" in 
connection with her notes on "Voyage:"
woman seated -
wide skirt making cavern of legs - (1973:132) [sic].
One of the most frequently reproduced images of Graham shows her in a pose 
from Letter to the World (1940). She is seen in profile with a leg swept up high behind 
her as the torso dips forwards in a horizontal line. One arm is lifted with an angled elbow 
and the wrist is placed to the forehead (De Mille, 1992:n.p.). The dramatic arc of space 
made between the supporting leg and the upswept raised leg is augmented by the swirl of 
Graham's voluminous skirt. The effect of the skirt's movement may have been specially
engineered for the photograph by the addition of a wire or bone in the material but
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whether or not this is so, the image presented is one of the patterning of the upper body 
held in time and space whilst the movement in the lower body flows on both within and 
beyond the motion of the skirt (ibid).
There are few photographs o f Graham herself in practice dress and those that are 
available show her wearing a loose vest-style top and a long, light-coloured skirt tucked 
up to reveal the front of her legs (Morgan in de Mille, 1992). This indicates that the 
presence of material around the body was important to Graham at all times in the making 
and practice of her movement vocabulary and syntax.
Graham's skirts and dresses are legendary for the way that they both conceal or 
drape the body and yet allow maximum freedom of movement for the limbs. Moreover, 
they often have long bodices with the skirt attached or joined at the hip area so that the 
contours of the waist and hip are accentuated whilst the legs are neither foreshortened 
nor impeded.
Many o f the earlier dances were costumed in close fitting, tube-like dresses 
which stretched to accommodate the body's movement. They accentuated the angular, 
rugged shapes of Graham's early vocabulary and dresses such as these were used, too, for 
comic effect. Graham's long skirted, figure-hugging, black and green costume for Satiric 
Festival Song (1932) accentuates the upper body's contortions and angles of the hip and 
knee but restricts the leg actions so that her walks and runs are contrastingly short and 
limited.
In the analysis made here later o f Frontier (1935), I shall discuss how the design 
and weight of the skirt affects the style of the solo and whilst there are several works in 
Graham's repertory that are danced in variations on practice dress (tights and leotards), 
Graham herself performed almost exclusively in a variety of dresses that were often very 
glamorous. Although the long, black skirt has become an indexical signifier for Graham 
style, it cannot be considered as an icon of it since few, if any, of her dances include such 
garments. Several of her dances featured dark-blue dresses such as in Primitive
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Mysteries (1931), and, as most of Graham's early dances are familiar through black and 
white photographs or film clips, the dark-coloured costumes o f these works appear to be 
black. One of the few exceptions here is the colour film extract o f Graham dancing 
Lamentation (1930). Here, the tube o f jersey in which Graham is encased from head to 
foot is a vibrant mauve. It is suggested, therefore, that the long, black skirt as a signifier 
for the Graham system derives from the preponderance of black and white photographs 
of her work and is, therefore, cultural rather than historical.
Graham's dresses contribute to a sense of weight and substance in her syntax 
although, when the dancers do appear in variations on practice-dress, the vocabulary and 
syntax do not seem depleted. More familiar, though, are photographs and films of 
Graham works that show her in long, full-skirted dresses and it is this image that has 
come to represent Graham choreographic style.
The dresses for the women in Diversion of Angels have tight-fitting bodices 
which accentuate the length of the torso, an important element in Graham syntax. The 
lightweight skirts drape the dancers' legs so that the free flow quality of their movement 
is not impeded creating, thereby, arcs of space between supporting and raised leg 
gestures.
2, (d) Personal style
Whilst the present study does not aim to address this question in detail, there is 
the problem of differences in meaning and expression in Graham choreography when 
danced by Graham herself and when danced by other performers. Philosophical 
enquiries have addressed this issue and probed into the nature of expression in dance. 
Problems arise as to whether feeling comes mainly from the performer or whether it is an 
intrinsic quality of the movements in a dance. In Feeling and Form (1953) Suzanne 
Langer describes the artwork as a "virtual object" or an illusion. As a painter creates the 
illusion of space from canvas and paint so the dancer with his or her body creates "a
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world of powers made visible by the unbroken fabric of gesture" (Langer, 1953:175). 
Thus, according to Langer, it is the dancer who embodies the dance.
Armelagos and Sirridge, on the other hand, consider that the movements o f a 
dance demonstrate a specific style and expressiveness other than any individual dancer's 
manifestation of it. In writing of the "autonomous choreographer", Armelagos and 
Sirridge observe that Graham "has lost the battle of exclusion, as performances come to 
be judged with reference to their own style ideals" (Armelagos and Sirridge, 1984:92).
Graham McFee addresses "Interpretation and performance" in Understanding 
Dance (1992). He discusses the philosophical theory of identity in terms of types and 
tokens (ibid:90) and explains that the dance artwork is an abstract entity or type of which 
individual performances or "instantiations" are tokens. Graham's work Lamentation 
(1930), for example, can never be directly encountered and can be seen by an audience 
only through performances or tokens of it. McFee suggests that the most satisfactory way 
for a type to constrain its tokens is if the original work is notated. Future performances of 
it can, therefore, be appreciated as interpretations of the original type. The original dance 
itself (type) is an intangible, abstract object to which there is no access. Whilst the dance 
work cannot be experienced unless it is instantiated through performance: "it is 
necessary to show how to relate performances together, and to accommodate differences 
in performance" (McFee, 1992:99).
If this observation is applied to performances of Graham's dances, a number of 
questions arise. There is, for example, the fact that Graham resisted the notation of her 
dances during her lifetime, and, that most of her works went through a process of change 
as will be shown throughout this study. This implies that there may be several types of a 
work. There is also the issue o f Graham's declining powers in the 1960s and the 
difference between the performances of her dances then and those of earlier years. In 
order to show in this study "how the abstract object" Night Journey (1947) "is related to 
the particular instantiation" (McFee, 1992:99) [Graham's interpretation of the role of
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Jocasta in the film o f Night Journey (1961)], I will discuss in Chapter 6 how Graham's 
age affected the vocabulary and syntax danced by her in the film.
McFee states, too, that "there is a need to show how we have access to the
abstract object through performances, otherwise discussion can only be of the
performances, not of the work itse lf (ibid: 100). McFee's view seems close, then, to that 
of Armelagos and Sirridge who observe that Graham's dances are sufficiently 
autonomous to allow them to stand as independent entities regardless of variations in 
performance style (1984:92).
Performances across and over time, however, vary in details o f presentation. This 
applies in particular to those that relate to Graham's solo dances which are specific to 
Graham and are, therefore, idiosyncratic.
Just a change of breath, the change of an eye, the change of the direction
of the structure of the skull....slight little things can make a huge
difference a lot of her solos especially are very idiosyncratic (Monte in
Tracy, 1996:295).
Graham herself changed what she danced and how she performed it and during 
analyses made in Chapters 1, 3 and 6, these variables are addressed. It will be 
demonstrated that, whilst there is a clear sense of system in Graham's vocabulary and 
syntax and an identifiable style in the presentation of her works, the dances take place 
and are manifest through the performers of them who, in turn, change through time in 
physicality, technical proficiency and dramatic interpretation.
The analysis made here of the solo for the woman in white from Diversion of 
Angels is based on a particular performance. It is noted that there is at least one marked 
difference in arm positioning (see pages 74-75) and the loss of a relevé (see page 244) 
which varies between performances in the 1970s and those of the 1990s. These 
variations are notable because they may change the signification of the movement within 
the context of the dance (see page 75).
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It is suggested in Chapter 6 that Diversion of Angels is one of the more stable 
dances in Graham’s repertory. McGuire states, for example, that the dance was taught in 
a standard manner to all members of the cast and that when she took on the role of the 
woman in white, she watched videos of it as well as the live performances by Peggy 
Lyman and Janet Eilber. However, as McGuire points out, bodies are different shapes 
and Graham often changed the way she wanted her dances performed, this depended 
upon "what her eye wanted to see" (ibid). Thus, within the formality of Graham's system 
each performer creates the dance anew. Personal style is an ever-changing element 
within the presentation of the vocabulary and syntax of Graham's work. It is influenced 
by each individual dancer's interpretation of a role and through changes occurring in the 
rehearsal director's guidance. In the later years of her career, these adjustments were 
often made by Graham herself.
3. A drawing together of principles fronL sections 1 and 2
The discussion made of the solo in this section brings together elements from the 
earlier analysis made under 1. and demonstrates the potential of the methodology 
outlined under 2. The analysis includes consideration of movement images and of the 
reiteration and structuring of material. It considers, too, references that are made to other 
Graham dances as well as to ballet vocabulary and syntax.
The solo for the woman in white looks typical o f Graham syntax in its cyclic 
form and choice of vocabulary. The repetitions, pauses and the presentation of a distinct 
motif are also representative of Graham choreography. There is considerable recurrence 
of body designs and of the major motif, and, the limited range of material in the solo is 
characteristic of Graham syntax. In the context of this solo, the typical repetitive manner 
of entering on to and exiting from the stage is read as calmness and stability. Similar 
choreographic devices in Graham’s syntax in other contexts register differently: as
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obsession or fanaticism. This can be seen clearly in Cave o f the Heart (1946) where the 
repeated turning bali attitude signifies inner turmoil and desperation.
In Diversion of Angels (1948), the bali attitude signature motif follows the 
arabesque motif, and in this phrase form, it recurs elsewhere in Diversion of Angels as, 
for example, in the entrance of the woman in white before the duet. In the solo, it is part 
of a phrase of recurring material that presents the dancer as if she were a piece of moving 
sculpture. The clear and repeated designs allow the audience time to register the 
symmetry and equilibrium of her movements. She glides across the stage pausing 
regularly and in her white costume suggests an iconic signifier for archetypal female 
perfection. The semiotic reading of the whole dance made earlier under l.(a) revealed 
its mythological resonance associated with Western culture. The dancers were seen as 
representing archetypes fi*om ancient Greece, fi*om Christian imagery or fi-om Western 
preconceptions of the male and female. In this context, the bali attitude with its flexed 
wrist hand gesture, could be seen as an iconic signifier for blessing or consecration. 
Belitt, for example, referred to the woman in white (even though at that time she wore a 
blue dress) as "the blessing" (Stodelle, 1984:167) .
The less familiar central motif with its almost closed oval arm design is 
presented throughout Diversion of Angels by the woman in white, and, by the four 
chorus women. The statement and restatement of this particular motif, both in the solo 
under discussion and in the dance generally, supports the work's references to Western 
classical culture in terms of ancient Greek civilisation and of classical ballet. The 
rounded arm position, for example appears to represent the classical ballet ideal of the 
circle. It also reflects the halo indexical signifier seen at the beginning and end of the 
work. The halo signifier is familiar in Graham's work. It is seen in dances like Primitive 
Mysteries (1931) where it appears in the 'Hosanna' section and in Seraphic Dialogue 
(1955). Here St. Michael stands behind the seated 'Joan the Martyr' figure and places his 
hands, with fingers spread, behind her head. The rounded arm position in fifth presented
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by the woman in white, on the other hand, is a surprising image for a Graham dance and 
it could be that it only occurs in the 1991 recorded performance o f Diversion of Angels. 
In Graham work, the arms raised above the head are normally seen in an open 'V  shape 
with the chest lifted high creating an image of breadth and expansion. In the 1976 
version of Diversion of Angels mentioned here earlier, this same motif body design is 
presented with the more familiar open 'V  shape. Susan McGuire performed the role of 
the woman in white in the 1970s and she states that she has seen this arm position 
performed "so that it would be quite a bit more closed." McGuire explained, however, 
that she was taught that particular arm position as being "quite wide and just slightly 
back rather than being quite so much like a fifth" (interview with Susan McGuire, 1997).
The enclosing of space and perfect symmetry seen in the motif arm position in 
the 1991 version is, therefore, unusual although it reflects the harmony and lyricism 
associated with the whole dance. According to the code of the body, mentioned in the 
semiotic analysis, the upward-lifted chest signifies "honour", "conscience" and 
"spirituality". The lower torso or "vital-physical" zone is hidden or closed by the raised 
upper thigh. The visual signification of this body design, therefore, is complex. The 
moral and intellectual zones of the body are featured and accentuated whilst the sexual 
zone is masked by the leg. However, the angular shape of the leg, emphasised by the 
slight lift of the hip, is a signifier generated by the code of the individual female dancer. 
It is an indexical sign of Graham and her modem dance langue or sub-system. The 
reference to the angularity and jaggedness that is characteristic of her earlier dances and 
of the darker more dramatic works, can be seen in this hip and leg shape of the motif 
body design.
The high, curved shape of the arms enhances the dancer's image as a Western 
concept of ideal or statuesque woman. Her elegant head is framed in an oval and the 
position adds to the impression of the dancer's height and superiority. The 'V  shape 
presented in the 1976 version communicates differently. It has a triumphant and
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celebratory significance and resonates with images of Isadora Duncan and her radical 
departure from balletic movement. McGuire points out that this arm position can look 
more "closed" according to individual performers and their varying physiques. In 
addition, Graham sometimes changed the way she wanted particular shapes and body 
designs presented (see Appendix D).
The phrase taken in profile to stage left (see Diagram 1 :E) and its echo phrase to 
downstage right diagonal (ibid:F), display the woman in white in slow, measured 
balances that show her as elongated and majestic. There are balletic references here and 
again, these two phrases of adage may be specific to this particular performance of 
Diversion of Angels. McGuire comments that if the arabesque is too high and "split," 
the contraction that follows it becomes "incidental." When the line of the arabesque is 
lower: "there can be a little bit more emphasis on how the back works in the contraction" 
(interview with Susan McGuire, 1997). When the contraction is produced sequentially 
from the arabesque, the subsequent release facilitates the raised leg moving from behind 
the body around to the front of it. If the arabesque is too high and the contraction 
correspondingly weak, then the leg has to be manoeuvred around. This results, as it does 
in the 1991 performance, in the whole movement becoming about a sustained balance 
rather than, as seen in the 1976 recording, an organic contraction and release signifying 
feeling.
The arabesque penchée presented in Diversion of Angels corresponds to my 
reading of a similar phrase in Act II of Giselle (1841). Giselle in her white dress is the 
ghost of a thwarted bride. She is in another realm where, according to the tenets of 
romanticism, her unattainable quality renders her an ideal being. Her arabesque penchée 
(taken to stage right rather than to stage left as in Angels  ^ signifies inner peace, 
acceptance of her fate and determination to outwit Myrthe and save Albrecht. The 
corporeality of the woman in white is established by her weighted movements but she is 
in another realm from that of ordinary woman. The penchée, similar to Giselle's,
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signifies a mastery of the everyday and marks her out as someone special who is in 
command of her own life and emotions. There is a link here, perhaps, in the idea of 
spirituality. Giselle is a spirit of the air who is temporarily anchored by her Christian 
sense of forgiveness and love. The woman in white is grounded in reality but represents 
qualities and emotions associated with a higher order.
Both the arabesque phrases in the solo feature a contraction of the torso taken at 
the zenith of the leg extension. According to the code of the body discussed on pages 
34-37, the contraction is an indexical sign of feeling. In the context of the woman in 
white's masking or closing of the pelvic area and the serenity of her movements, the 
signification of feeling shown by the contraction does not indicate sexual passion. Even 
though, according to the code of the body, this movement takes place in the "sexual" 
zone, it communicates sensual rather than sexual emotion. According to Western 
cultural codes, the woman in white connotes a bride, a saint or a goddess. She expresses 
emotional fulfilment - requited love, a sense of spiritual grace or a state of inner peace. 
The effect o f emotional signification or feeling is enhanced by a phrase which echoes the 
material described above. The phrase originally shown in profile is repeated, with slight 
variations of arm position, to the downstage right diagonal.
The solo is performed at an even, leisured pace and has an almost hypnotic effect 
with its regular repeats, sustained balances and moments of stillness. There are only 
three instances of sudden, quick movement quality: a sharp bend of the supporting leg at 
the end of the first presentation of the motif and, shortly after this, two hops on alternate 
legs which, after a turn, finish in the motif body design shown at low level (see Diagram 
1 :C). These sudden, quick movements punctuate an otherwise calm and unhurried solo. 
The syntax contrasts, therefore, with the urgent movement for the woman in red and the 
impatient exuberance of the woman in yellow.
The overall syntax of the solo is a microcosm of the structure of the full work 
which begins and ends with the woman in white and her partner centre stage. The solo is
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cyclic in that the dancer enters and exits with a travelling sequence that presents her to 
the audience even when she is retreating and the solo has a sense of satisfactory 
completeness within its entry/exit frame.
The repeated phrases that constitute the dancer’s entry and exit material are 
based on two principles of marked importance in Graham work - the elements of breath 
and of the walk events. The opening events and the closing travelling motif both use 
stepping gestures to carry the dancer through space, although the entry phrase is closer to 
the walk than is the more accented stepping of the final phrase. The use of breath and 
the walk reflect two fundamental elements of Graham dance. The principles of 
contraction and release and of fall and recovery are both breath-centred and these 
features, together with the walk, are major characteristics from which much Graham 
material is developed. These natural elements ensure that her dances have a strong 
relationship with gravity. They show that, whilst the woman in white may signify a 
superior or even celestial being, she represents a physical manifestation of a concept 
rather than any attempt to create an illusion.
The interpretation made here of the solo for the woman in white is drawn from 
several strands and manifests a sense of intertextuality. The semiotic reading of 
Diversion of Angels as a whole allowed me to focus on the detail of the vocabulary and 
syntax. Thus, an examination o f meaning made in the context of the entire dance helped 
in the identification of a hierarchy of movement components. These movement 
components were itemised in the morphological analysis and it was possible, then, to 
account for the units of movement in the solo and how the assemblage of these units into 
phrases of movement communicates meaning.
Analysis of the solo for the woman in white from Diversion of Angels 
demonstrated the potential of the methodology described in this chapter and how it could 
be applied to other works from Graham's repertory. When the methodology was tested 
against works with more characterisation it became clear to me that other factors had to
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be considered. It has been mentioned here (see page 12) that I had not accounted for the 
borrowings that Graham makes from Oriental dance during my initial analysis of 
Diversion of Angels. Neither had I registered the idiosyncratic nature of some of her 
movement invention. Having looked closely at Frontier (1935) and Night Journey
(1947), my perspective on Diversion of Angels changed and when I reapplied the 
methodology to it, I began to notice extra signification in the work, such as the gestures 
of blowing kisses made by the dancers. Details such as these had been overlooked in the 
first analyses but subsequent viewing, made according to the expanded methodology, 
revealed that the theme of love in the dance is paramount.
The analytical process which has been introduced in Chapter 1 emphasises the 
changing nature of the ways in which a dance may be read by the viewer. The dance 
artwork communicates to its audience on the basis of its mutability because the 
framework in which it takes place changes over time thus engendering new ways of 
seeing and of responding to the work.
The methodological model and analytical procedures followed in this study have 
been set out in Chapter 1. Chapter 2 accounts for the choice of works selected for 
analysis here and also charts the major milestones in Graham's career which, it is 
suggested, had an effect on the development of her dance vocabulary and syntax.
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CHAPTER 2
An Overview of the Development of Graham's Movement System 
Leading to the Method for the Selection of 
Key Works to be Analysed.
Chapter 1 set out and tested the methodological basis and analytical 
procedures which inform the thesis. Chapter 2 shows the development of Graham's 
movement vocabulary throughout her career, as well as specifying the reasons for 
choosing three works to analyse in detail. These works are Diversion of Angels
(1948), Frontier (1935) and Night. Journey (1947).
The choice of these three works is based on a methodological approach which 
takes into account pragmatic and intellectual reasons. There are no notated scores of 
complete Graham dances either here in the U.K. or in the USA but there is a 
selection o f material on video, which, when of sufficient quality, provides the detail 
for the morphological movement analysis of the work(s) selected.
Most of the complete dances on video that are available in the U.K. come 
from the middle and later periods of Graham's career although extracts from the 
earlier dances can be glimpsed in archival footage which appears in compilations on 
Graham's life and work. For example, there is The Dancer Revealed (Lasseur, 1994) 
which includes very short excerpts from a variety of Graham dances including 
Lamentation (1930), 'Steps in the Street' from Chronicle (1936) and Every Soul is a 
Circus (1939). The research that I carried out at the New York Public Library for the 
Performing Arts in 1997 enabled exploration into the range of Graham's movement 
vocabulary over time. It is possible to view a considerable number of dances held at 
the Library on either reel to reel film^ or on video cassette. For example, there is a 
complete film recorded in black and white in 1931 of Graham dancing Heretic
 ^Some of these films are closed to the general public and can only be viewed if 
permission is sought. I was fortunate in being given access to the Jerome Robbins 
Archive through the agreement of the Martha Graham Dance Company and the 
American Guild of Musical Artists.
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(1929). This shows the stark and uncompromisingly rigorous syntax and 
performance style of Graham's early years.
Graham's work can be viewed as falling into four phases, particularly in 
connection with the development of her movement system. These phases are: 1. 
1926-1938; 2. 1938-1950; 3.1950-1968 and 4. 1968-1990.
Each phase shows how Graham developed her movement system and 
choreographic presentation. This overview underlines the reasons for the selection of 
the three key works analysed here.
1. 1926-1938
These years were characterised by Graham's redefinition of dance and of the 
female body. Bessie Schonberg explains how Graham worked in her early years of 
experimentation with movement:
She tried to find....within her that elementary point of beginning. In 
other words, she kept on peeling the onion all of the time...more and 
more and more was stripped and stripped away...(Schonberg, in 
Jowitt 1981:40).
This was a formative phase in Graham's career. According to Schonberg her 
credo at the time was "that you moved between the shoulders and the knees and that 
was it" (Schonberg, ibid:41). O'Donnell discussing Two Primitive Canticles (1931) 
observes that Graham "used a powerful concentration in her movement, as if she 
were out of a rock drawing" (O'Donnell in Tobias, 1981:78). Graham had declared 
"ugliness may actually be beautiful if it cries out with the voice of power" (Graham 
in Armitage, 1966:4). There were those who thought that her work was too angular 
and acerbic. The theatre critic Stark Young, for example, commented that Graham's 
choreography consisted of "geometrical movements, almost Aztec in their line and 
mass" (Young in Armitage, 1966:vii).
Whilst Graham's work in the early 1930s may have appeared to be 
predominantly angular, it included movements like the calls described by Schonberg
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as "circular." These consisted of the dancer advancing whilst making a percussive 
beckoning gesture, one arm pulled up by a twist of her whole torso, as if exhorting 
someone behind her to follow (Schonberg in Jowitt, 1981:42). Schonberg suggests 
that the "audience could finish the circle for themselves" (ibid). Gertrude Shurr 
referred to the calls as "a sort of contraction and release feeling of going forward and 
falling back" (Shurr quoted by McDonagh in Soares, 1992:63). She remarked too that 
the calls were done "hanging on to the barre. We did very little on the floor .... there 
was not a lot of percussive movement then" (ibid). In the early stages of Graham's 
development, then, the calls were signifiers that pre-dated her code-breaking system 
of "percussive" movement (Hodes, 1996:88). Whilst Graham introduced a 
revolutionary way of moving and her new signifiers were seen as overwhelmingly 
severe and angular, Shurr's remarks concerning the calls suggest that some of her 
early experimentation was not entirely dominated by angular shapes. The whip-like 
movement forwards and backwards initiated by the thrust and retreat of the 
contraction/release as described by Shurr suggest that, at times, the body curved and 
arched in space. Frances Hawkins who was Graham's manager in the 1930s 
commented, for example: "Graham is not really angular, what she's really doing is 
uncompleted circles" (Jowitt, citing F. Hawkins in Jowitt, 1981:42).
Frances Hawkins' remarks regarding Graham's "uncompleted circles" suggest 
a unit of movement which takes place in spatial progression as discussed in Chapter 
1, page 50. The calls may be identified as incorporating both the concepts of spatial 
progression and of the body design (see pages 48-49) since they constitute a held 
image. According to Schonberg, "the audience could finish the circle for themselves" 
(ibid) and this remark resonates strongly with Preston-Dunlop's identification of 
spatial progression as an "illusory" line or circle carved by the dancer in space.
Early films made at Bennington and in particular one that features Dorothy 
Bird and Bonnie Bird demonstrating Graham technique (1934), reveal that Graham's 
work in the 1930s had a spartan outdoor look to it. These two dancers possessed the
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robust physiques of well-trained and athletic sportswomen yet they moved with a 
striking sense of plasticity and flow.
Their range of movement appears to have been considerable in terms of 
running and leaping, turns, twists and bends of the upper body or falls and backbends 
to the floor. The arm movements, however, compared to a later Graham syntax, are 
relatively imprecise. In the film, the arms are held, for example, at shoulder height 
and bent at various degrees, sometimes with one arm framing the head whilst the 
other extends out towards the side of the body. At other times the arm positions are 
more restricted and held straight at the sides of the torso. When used as an 
accompanying gesture to a leap, one arm extends forwards whilst the other is held 
slightly back from the shoulder and placed somewhere between the side of and 
behind the torso. These arm positions are approximate to academic ballet shapes or 
reflect the tension and effort demonstrated in the torso and legs. This last example is 
a characteristic use of the arms that, over the years, has become an established feature 
in standard Graham technique.
Dudley commented that the arm positions first used by Graham dancers were 
standardised when Erick Hawkins joined Graham in 1938. According to Dudley, 
Graham put Hawkins in charge of rehearsals of the female Group and he would say 
"now you should have your arms where Ethel [Butler] has and they should be at this 
or this angle" (Dudley quoting Hawkins in Lasseur, 1994). Dudley goes on to explain 
that arm positions had not been set or choreographed by Graham, "we never were 
told about our arms. Our arms were where our backs put them and that's where they 
should be'' (Dudley in Lasseur, 1994). Dudley refers to a major principle in Graham 
syntax, that arm movements are motivated from the muscles in the back or from 
those around the shoulder blade area. This principle has remained intrinsic to the 
work over time since in a Graham class there are no exercises for the arms (port de 
bras) as there are in ballet classes. Instructions differ from teacher to teacher in 
Graham work as to how the arms should be used as, for example, in a floor-based, 
second position. There are variations here on palm facings and the degrees of bend in
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the arms. O f more significance, perhaps, is the fact that the positions for the arms in 
the dramatic contraction and release events have never been codified. In this instance 
the arms should be thrown or flung into position and the shapes made are initiated by 
the action in the torso. There is little emphasis on placement of the arms in alignment 
with the body or with each other. As Graham's movement has become more 
formalised, particularly in relation to the later ballet-influenced performance style, 
the shapes that the arms fall into have moved steadily closer to those of academic 
ballet. The movement, therefore, looks smoother and more polished. An example of 
this type of change in presentation of the arms was given here in the analysis for the 
woman in white from Diversion of Angels (Chapter 1, pages 74-75).
Leg extensions, too, are not as pure in the 1930s films as those presented by 
the later Graham dancers and whilst the legs are often held or thrown quite high, the 
movement seems natural or instinctive rather than developed and trained. The overall 
approach to Graham technique demonstrated by Bonnie Bird and Dorothy Bird 
shows athleticism, attack and flow, and this quality comes from a deep sense of 
physicality produced through the rigorous Graham training of the time. Dudley 
explains how, in the early technique, there was a concentration on the development 
of strength in the pelvis, thighs and legs with exercises such as the hip swings known 
later as knee hinges:
You didn't swing at all, you tilted back from your knee, on a 
contraction, standing as well as kneeling. You took a little bounce on 
your heel and then you went forward, bounced on your heel and then 
you went back, there was a sense of swing...a percussive, stop swing" 
(interview with Jane Dudley, 1997).
Exercises such as these were not part of the technique classes that I took in the 1960s 
and 1970s when there was more emphasis on ballet-influenced usage of the legs and 
feet. Popular company works such as Diversion of Angels (1948) made at the height 
of Graham's creative powers not only emphasised the flow already in her style but 
also introduced a new sense of lithe fluidity. Whilst there was little reduction in the 
strength and attack needed for this change in Graham's code of movement, it opened
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the door to a more lyrical approach which, when taken to its extreme, can privilege 
peripheral movement over inner energy. At times, this has the effect of making 
Graham's vocabulary and syntax seem too sleek and glossy and the weighted flow of 
the earlier style is diminished.
In addition to the familiar and well-documented elements such as the 
contraction and release discussed in Chapter 1, Bonnie Bird and Dorothy Bird 
perform movements that have disappeared completely from today's Graham 
vocabulary. Particularly striking is a continuous run or stride performed on the spot 
(see page 86) which is reminiscent of a music-hall or cake-walk style of movement. 
The arms move in opposition to the legs and the run is both energetic and slightly 
comic. Another event associated with popular dance, the barrel turn, is seen, too, in 
this early film. Here the dancer leaps from one leg to the other, the whole torso 
makes half a turn outwards whilst the body is suspended in the air. These barrel turns 
were not taught as part of a mainstream Graham class in the 1960s, although they are 
more familiar as part of jazz dance technique. In the later Graham syntax, barrel turns 
are more associated with the male dancers and are, for example, part of the syntax for 
the male groups in Diversion of Angels (1948). When I saw the reconstructed 'Call to 
Action' section from Chronicle (1936) in the Radical Graham season at Edinburgh 
(1996), I was surprised to see barrel turns being danced by the women. Sophie 
Maslow who helped recover the dance remarks: "I had to reconstruct it ['Call to 
Action'] from what I remembered of the technique of the class that Martha had 
dropped years ago" (Maslow in Tracy, 1996:44).
Also in the 1930s films is a kind of stride jump. Here the dancer takes a 
couple of runs and jumps with one leg slightly bent to the front and the other leg bent 
behind whilst the dancer is still in the air. Similar to a jeté  leap, the legs are bent 
rather than fully stretched, making the jump seem more like an athletic hurdling 
movement than the extended, arrow shape associated with academic dance. The 
stride jump may have been the precursor for the later bison leap in which the legs are 
sharply angled. The arms are held back from the torso with the elbows drawn high
84
and the arm and leg gestures are combined with a contraction in the upper body. The 
leap can be sustained in the air with the torso arching over the legs and is often used 
by Graham in dramatic contexts^. It is performed, for example, in immediate 
repetition by the Daughters of the Night in Night Journey.
A filmed extract (1935) from Graham's work Panorama (1935) demonstrates 
a surprising range of movement components. This is another work in which Graham 
broke new ground, not all of it successfully. Not only did she attempt to introduce the 
use of mobiles by the artist Alexander Calder but it was also the first time that she 
worked with dancers who had not been trained by her. In addition to the members of 
her own Group of dancers, Graham had to create movement for "strangers" 
(McDonagh, 1974:109). One of these strangers was the ballet teacher, Muriel Stuart 
(see pages 87-88). Although Stuart had problems with Graham's movement system, 
Dudley relates how Graham borrowed Stuart's technical virtuosity for the vocabulary 
of Panorama: "Martha knew that she could turn, so she had her doing pique [sic] 
turns across the stage" (Dudley, 1997:45).
Dudley explains how Graham "would work us and work us and work us" 
particularly on events such as "the pleadings" (Dudley ibid). Still a mainstay exercise 
in current Graham classes the pleadings begin lying on the back. The spine is pushed 
against the floor and the front of the body hollows into a contraction. The torso lifts 
away from the floor in contraction and twists around so that the chest and arms pull 
across to one side. The release moves the torso back to the floor and the body 
straightens out against it.
Despite its problems, it can be seen that Panorama (1935) included events 
that still form part of the paradigmatic selection in Graham's work. This suggests that 
by the early 1930s, much of Graham's movement syntax had been developed. 
Moreover some of the possible components that were available for selection in the
^Stuart Hodes claims that this jump was developed by himself and Mark Ryder in 
1948 (Hodes, 1996:88-89).
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1930s became eliminated in later years. For example, the film of Panorama included 
the music-hall runs ["runs in place" (McDonagh, 1974:109)] demonstrated by Bonnie 
Bird and Dorothy Bird in the earlier technique film. This early signature motif, 
however, does not appear in any of the post 1930s dances seen at the New York 
Public Library for Performing Arts or in the U.K. so it has disappeared from 
Graham’s more current system. Jane Dudley, however, refers to this event as one of 
the movements from Panorama that "I'll never forget" and describes the "run in 
place" as "a stride back and forth...done in broken-up counts" (Dudley, 1997:45).
The extract from Panorama includes triplets, the use of cartwheels and two 
distinctive walks. The first of these walks travels backwards as one arm unfolds 
outwards to the front of the body. Such an arm gesture continues to be used in a more 
current Graham syntax but with the walk travelling forwards. In the second walk 
shown in the film, the foot is placed firmly on the heel and the leg and foot events are 
accompanied by a sharply angled arm gesture where the elbow is lifted high and held 
parallel to the head. This arm gesture is similar to one that accompanies the dart 
signature motif which is discussed here in Chapter 5 on pages 204-205 and 226-227.
Clearly Graham spent a great deal of time exploring and developing "the 
beauty of a walk" (Dudley in Ipiotis, 1988). Dorothy Bird explained that in the 1930s 
it was quite usual to spend an entire year working, for example, on "a fantastic walk 
from Primitive Mysteries” (Bird, D. in Labeille, 1981). The 1930s syntax features a 
number of distinctive walks that are less evident in the later system. In the 'Steps in 
the Street' section from Chronicle (1936), for example, the dancers enter one at a 
time with a walk moving backwards where the ball of the foot stabs into the floor 
before it lowers through the metatarsal arch to the heel.
Dudley remarked that "the plasticity of the way that the foot took the floor" in 
Graham's walks resulted in the body being carried in a particular way and "with a 
certain stature" (Dudley in Ipiotis, 1988). Walks such as those seen in Primitive 
Mysteries (1931) and Chronicle (1936) are less common in the 1940s and later 
works. Medea's solo from Cave of the Heart (1946), however, features an
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idiosyncratic event where Medea makes fast walks backwards on the heels as the 
torso bends forwards and both arms unfold outwards to the front of the body.
A film of students (1938) performing Graham movement vocabulary reveals 
again qualities of natural energy and athleticism. It is clear from this film that the 
women had strong thighs and an overall ability for breadth o f movement. These 
students show that they had very good control of weight in the fall and recovery 
aspect of Graham's developing syntax. On the other hand, details of hand, foot or arm 
and leg line were still not established at this time. The students can be seen 
performing movements that include the exercise on 6. A combination of movements 
done on the knees, this exercise is still part of current Graham classwork and helps to 
build the contraction, release and strength in the thighs. The students in the 1938 film 
also show the standing fall which can be seen in various forms in Graham works over 
time but is better known now as part of class technique. The film, then, also reveals 
that some of the exercises that are now part of standard classwork syntax evolved 
early in Graham's career. Some of the principles that involve strength and control, 
particularly in the use of the weight, have hardly changed over time.
2.1938-1950
A major shift away from Graham's late 1920s-1930s syntax came in the year 
1938 when Erick Hawkins, who became Graham's lover and husband, joined the all­
female Group. Graham had met Hawkins in 1936 when Balanchine's touring group, 
Ballet Caravan, performed at the Bennington Summer SchooP. The appearance of 
this ballet company within the Bennington modem dance stronghold may have had 
two effects on Graham. The first could have been the power and sexuality of the male
^The Summer School at Bennington's "newly established women's college" 
(McDonagh, 1974: 99) was set up in 1934 by Martha Hill and Mary Josephine 
Shelly. It was designed as a showcase for the burgeoning modem dance movement 
and provided an opportunity for Graham, Humphrey, Weidman, Holm et al to teach 
and to show their work (see Thomas, 1995:111-114).
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dancers as opposed to the female dominated environment in which she had worked 
for the first ten years of her career. The second may have been a clarity and an extra 
range of movement that Graham registered as being a property of ballet vocabulary.
When Hawkins came to work with Graham in 1938, he had had some 
introduction to her technique from Muriel Stuart, a teacher at Balanchine's School of 
American Ballet. Stuart had attended a six-week workshop taught by Graham at 
Bennington in 1935 (see page 85). During this time, Graham developed Panorama 
and Stuart had received, therefore, considerable indoctrination into Graham's system. 
Dudley remarks that Hawkins' arrival and the place he was immediately accorded in 
Graham's work caused great jealousy. "Into our sacred circle came a foreign element, 
obviously with the element that Martha preferred. He was her darling" (Dudley in 
Lasseur, 1994).
Whilst Hawkins' arrival in the midst of Graham's women dancers may have 
been unpopular, he did make a useful contribution to her work. As well as managing 
the company, he helped to find ways of partnering and to "define scenes and 
episodes, standard choreographic procedures in the ballet world." From Hawkins' 
influence, there was a shift in the movement vocabulary and syntax from "square, 
frontal" elements to more "spiral, circular patterns" (Sharer in Soares, 1992:141). 
O'Donnell, however, claims that Graham "kept the style as it was, but gave Erick 
stronger movements to do" (O'Donnell in Horosko, 1991:78).
Hawkins, nicknamed "the torso" (Soares, 1992:140), signalled a new and 
exciting direction for Graham's work. Now she began to explore the male/female 
relationship and the first work in which Hawkins appeared was American Document 
(1938). In an extract from this work, Hawkins can be seen, bare-chested and in white 
shorts, performing athletic star jumps in immediate repetition. Another short clip 
from this dance reveals Hawkins as rather stiff and one-dimensional, due perhaps, to 
his predominantly ballet influenced training. The torso is held erect and there is little 
upper body flexibility or mobility, characteristics which make him appear proud and 
arrogant. The partnerwork in American Document (1938), however, shows a strong
element of sexuality which was new at that time in Graham's syntax. Graham 
interacts with Hawkins and shares her space with him, an element that does not 
appear in her earlier female dominated movement system. She spins almost dizzily 
around him or melts submissively at his feet showing a vulnerability and sensuality 
absent from the pre-1938 dances. Until the arrival of Hawkins, Graham's 
performances had signified a resolute, independent and self-sufficient individuality. 
The male element had been represented through absence, an absence which had been 
further marked by the power of Graham herself and her Group.
Graham's manner of presenting herself and her dancers had been the site of 
new attitudes towards womanhood. She had developed ways in which the female 
body could be used to express themes such as freedom, suffering, joy or pain and 
these were not necessarily gender-dominated or related to sexuality. Hawkins' arrival 
changed the nature of Graham as a signifier. "Erick had a strength and against Erick, 
she [Graham] could be feminine and lovely and beautiful" (Lang in Lasseur, 1994). 
As discussed in Chapter 1, Graham's new partnership with Hawkins may have 
reintroduced a tendency towards borrowings from Oriental dance. Graham's 
experience of the male/female partnership had been forged during her years with 
Denishawn where she had been exposed to a hybrid dance culture. It is plausible to 
speculate that Graham associated the rediscovered concepts of femininity with some 
of the sensual, delicate. Eastern-influenced movement she had absorbed from Ruth 
St. Denis.
McDonagh considers that American Document"  ^ (1938) signalled "the 
opening of a whole new phase in her [Graham's] work" (1974:135) and Margaret 
Lloyd observes that it marked "the beginning of Martha Graham's Dance Company, 
the transitional step between concert and theater" (Lloyd, 1949:60). American 
Document heralded several features that changed Graham's overall style and affected 
the choreographic syntax: the addition of a male dancer; having the music composed
^For a historical account of American Document see Manning, 1996:183-202)
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before she worked on the movement (Thomas, 1995:133), and the use of spoken text 
as a major signifier.
Graham's choice of texts for her new dramatic work signifies her 
preoccupation with grand narratives since the texts included such elements as the 
American Declaration of Independence, quotations from the Bible, Walt Whitman's 
poems and Lincoln's Gettysburg Address and Emancipation Proclamation.
Hawkins was not the only male performer to appear for the first time in 
American Document as the text was spoken by Housley Stevens Jr., the male 
'interlocutor'. Thus, surprisingly for audiences familiar with Graham's work at this 
time, two male performers were often on stage at the same time in this new work.
Every Soul is a Circus (1939) reflects Graham's interest in and presentation 
of comedy. Whilst a humorous approach to movement is another unusual element in 
Graham's early syntax, it has continued to be part of her system over time. The dance 
historian Elizabeth Kendall remarked that Graham "was a high and stem 
personality....she was not funny" (Kendall in Dunlop, 1993). Graham's intensity, her 
"devotion and burning dedication" to art (ibid) cannot be denied. But her capacity for 
humour and satire and her ability to parody her own conventions should be 
acknowledged. The critic John Martin, for example, remarked on the range of 
Graham's work, "her satire is terse and withering, her tragic intuitions both stark and 
tender, her moments of lyricism vibrant and lovely" (Martin, 1965:256).
As early as 1932, Graham made a suite of solo dances called Dance Songs. 
Included in the suite was Satiric Festival Song described by one critic as having been 
inspired by an "astringent humor" (Wilson, 1938). Here, Graham satirises her 
development of the walk, when, arms clamped at the sides of the stiffly held torso, 
the dancer walks backwards on the balls of her feet. Her face is turned towards the 
audience as though defying them not to laugh. The solo is full of idiosyncratic 
movement and the costume, a sheath dress of broad black and green bands, 
accentuates the sharply angled shapes made by a hip or a knee projecting through the 
jersey material.
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Satiric Festival Song (1932) is particularly interesting since it belongs to a 
period of Graham's career when she was renowned for her preoccupation with serious 
issues. Her vocabulary and syntax at this time is considered to have been developed 
to express themes associated with suffering, despair and protest. The later company 
work Every Soul is a Circus (1939) is held to be the first work that explored "good- 
natured, genuine humor" (McDonagh, 1974:142). According to Stodelle, however, 
when Graham performed "impish capers and off-balance runs" or "tossed her hair 
about with jerky motions of her head" during Satiric Festival Song, she drew "gales 
of laughter" from the audience (Stodelle, 1984:84).
Throughout its history, this solo has been referred to as either Satiric Festival 
Song (McDonagh 1974; Stodelle 1984) or Satyric Festival Song (Wilson, 1938; 
Morgan, 1980; Radical Season. Edinburgh 1996). The substitution of satyric for 
satiric^ changes the signification of the solo's title. Satiric corresponds to a certain 
type of comedy with a propensity towards ridicule and mockery whereas satyric is 
associated with the cult of Dionysus. According to this ancient Greek code, the satyrs 
were wild, half human and half goat creatures who followed Dionysus, the god of 
wine and inspiration. Both these codes generate signification that is appropriate for 
Satiric Festival Song since the solo can be seen as a "scintillating and witty parody" 
of Graham herself (Ocko, 1934 in Prickett, 1994:69). On the other hand, in 1941, 
George Beiswanger referred to Graham in this solo as a "goat creature" (in Morgan, 
1980:146). It is not within the scope of this study to define or to enquire into the 
complexities of humour and comedy or to consider changes and attitudes towards it 
that take place over time, but it seems clear that audiences in the 1930s, as well as 
those of the 1990s, responded to the humour in Satiric Festival Song. When the 
revived solo was performed in Edinburgh in 1996, Paul Jackson, for example, found 
its exploration of different moods "quite hilarious" (Jackson, 1996:18). I saw this
^See Cuddon (1977:598-605) for detailed definitions of these two terms and dramatic 
genre.
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solo danced during the Edinburgh season by a diminutive dancer, Rika Okamoto. 
Like Graham, Okamoto wore her black hair loose. Janet Eilber helped to reconstruct 
Satiric Festival Song and she performed the solo^ in The Singular Voice of Woman 
(The Place Theatre September 19/20,1997). Audiences here, too, were responsive 
and found the dance very funny. Okamoto is closer in height and colouring to 
Graham than is Eilber, although Eilber made the movements appear more extreme 
and emphatic. Both dancers used their faces as part of the movement syntax thrusting 
mischievous looks at the audience. Eilber in particular allowed her face to reflect the 
antics of her body. In 1932, however, Graham would have used limited facial gesture 
in the assemblage of her movements. According to Terry, Frontier (1935) was the 
first dance in which Graham's face lost its impassivity and expressed emotion (in 
Snyder, 1984:81). The twists and gyrations of her body against a deadpan or 
expressionless face in Satiric [Satyric] Festival Song would have added to the ironic 
effect of the solo. As with other reconstructions^ of lost Graham dances, Satiric 
Festival Song is no longer danced to its original music which in 1932 was by Imre 
Weisshaus. Weisshaus' composition for Dance Songs  ^ comprised scoring for 
"baritone, flute, and drum" (McDonagh, 1974:90). Paul Jackson remarks that the 
comic effect of the solo, as danced in the 1990s, is enhanced by its accompaniment, a
^The solo appeared under the title Satyric Festival Song in this season
^There are references in the study to lost Graham dances and some of the attendant 
problems in reconstructing them. Consideration of Frontier, for example, in Chapter 
3 has prompted examination of recorded performances by Graham herself. Winter's 
reconstruction of the solo in 1964, Eilber's performance in 1976 and Lyman's in 
1985. In discussing these various recordings and in relation to Night Journey in 
Chapters 5 and 6 ,1 have made reference to dancers' experiences in learning Graham 
work from video and to the processes of resurrecting lost dances from memory and 
from photographs. I have not, however, addressed the philosophical principles 
associated with the problems of dance reconstruction. I have restricted my discussion 
to factual accounts of practical issues that have cropped up, as any more detailed 
attention paid to the issues surrounding reconstruction would take the enquiry away 
from its main focus.
^'Satiric Festival Song' was one of the solos in this work, see Appendix B.
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"severe flute solo by Fernando Palacios which in 1932 must have seemed truly 
cacophonous" (ibid). ’Satiric Festival Song’ may have been danced originally to a 
flute solo similar to Palacios’ iconoclastic atonal trills and strident squeaks but it is 
interesting, too, to speculate about the effect of Graham’s indifferent facial expression 
when the solo was first performed. Photographs of Graham in this solo (Morgan, 
1980:86 and 87; Stodelle, 1984:-) show her with a serious, unsmiling face set against 
the distortions o f the body's movement. This odd combination of signifiers must have 
highlighted the solo’s ironic tone in the 1930s. In later performances the extent to 
which each dancer uses her face varies. However, the solo's movement vocabulary, 
with its extreme bends and twists of the body and the unexpected scurrying and 
skittering travelling events, retains its sense o f comedy.
One of the other dances to be recovered from the 1930s, Celebration (1934), 
shows, too, the energetic and spirited aspect of Graham’s vocabulary and syntax (see 
pages 169 and 171). It is clear, therefore, that from early in her career she made 
works with comic or light tones. It is interesting to note, too, that the latest Graham 
dance to be recorded. Maple Leaf Rag (1990) is predominantly light-hearted. It 
demonstrates a self-reflexive irony because the presence of signature motifs 
associated with the tragic works suggest the absence of Graham’s more familiar 
serious approach (see page 227). If this work seems unusually lightweight for a 
Graham dance, it is, nevertheless, an utterance in Graham vocabulary assembled 
syntactically according to the rules of her system and resonates with other utterances 
such as Every Soul is a Circus (1939) and Acrobats of God (1960). A very short 
extract from Every Soul is a Circus, for example, reveals the coquettish element of 
Graham's performance style. She is seen in a glamorous white chiffon dress reclining 
flirtatiously on a sofa. Even the dramatic split kick to the left side has an air of 
frivolity to it in the context of this dance (see page 136). Graham's flexibility and 
sinuosity are all the more marked in Every Soul is a Circus because of Hawkins' 
relatively rigid style of movement. The partnerwork in the dance shows Graham in
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the traditional role of female, supported and presented by the male, or interacting 
with both Merce Cunningham as The Acrobat and Hawkins as The Ringmaster.
The extra dimension of lifts was also added after 1938, although David Wood 
claims that the "very first lifts" (Horosko, 1991:123) did not appear until Deaths and 
Entrances (1943). The partnerwork that can be seen in American Document and 
Every Soul is a Circus is, perhaps, relatively undeveloped with Graham being held 
low to the ground and supported on Hawkins' knees, or held at the waist with both 
legs extended at hip height in a supported second position. The more athletic lifts, 
such as those seen in Diversion of Angels (1948) may have evolved during the 
1940s.
The increasing recruitment of male dancers to the company during the 1940s 
extended the dramatic possibilities of Graham's work and changed elements of her 
syntax. It will be shown in more detail in Chapter 3 that the dances Graham had 
made for herself and the all-female company of the 1930s featured the Group as 
antagonist to Graham's protagonist. In Hfiietk (1929), for example, the Group is used 
as a mass in an opposing force to Graham as the soloist. When men came into the 
company, they were not part o f a mass but were individual characters with roles to 
play. The inclusion of men permitted a growing trend towards the psychodrama 
which found its full expression in the dance dramas of the 1940s. With the advent of 
Hawkins in 1938, American Document led the way towards the more psychologically 
dominated dances such as Deaths and Entrances (1943).
The post-193 8 movement vocabulary changed, too, when Hawkins began 
giving ballet lessons to the dancers. In addition to his efforts at formalising arm 
movements, Hawkins concentrated on the development o f the dancers' leg 
movements. Jean Erdman observes that some members of the company found these 
classes very taxing and remarked "it was incredibly difficult to move our legs without 
a torso movement." She also explains that turns were added to the work at this time. 
The influence of principles adopted from ballet, keeping "the body still" and using 
the turn-out (Erdman in Horosko, 1991:79), changed Graham's movement vocabulary
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during the 1940s. In the early years of experimentation, ballet^ had been rejected as 
outmoded and irrelevant to Graham's new code of modem dance. Whilst Erdman 
remarks that the work did not become "balletic," Horosko (1991: 3/4) observes that 
in the 1940s, Graham wanted to extend her movement possibilities and did not allow 
herself to be bound by conventions, even those already established by her own work. 
Marchowsky observes that there was a marked shift from the early work for the 
company of women dancers to the later vocabulary and syntax. In the early years 
movement was "percussive; stripped to the bone; unadorned; dark; dramatic; and 
never decorative" (Marchowsky in Horosko, 1991:65).
The movements after 1938, however, became "more lyrical, decorative, and 
formalized" (ibid:67). From this period, too, it is possible to trace a new 
concentration on the use of the spiral device in Graham work. According to Helpem, 
Graham "emphasized spiral and opposition in many phrases with leg extensions and
weight shifts In understanding and strengthening the counter tensions in the back,
especially under the shoulder blades, the dancers gained added freedom in the upper 
torso" (Helpem, 1991:20). The hip spiral developed in the early 1940s contributed 
further to the power o f Graham's spiral device. Known, too, as the tums around the 
back a minute impulse in the hip area initiates a gradual tum of the upper body 
around the axis of the spine, producing extreme rotation of the upper body against the 
hip area. The powerful hip-initiated movement draws the upper body into a tum 
around the spine and when an arm gesture is added during the development of this 
movement, the shoulder blade spiral amplifies the "lifting and tuming of the torso" 
(ibid:20). Pearl Lang has commented that Graham's development of her spiral 
technique, particularly in the movement syntax for Diversion of Angels contributed 
to that work's new sense of lyricism (ibid).
^Graham's attitude to ballet fluctuated throughout her career (see Helpem, 1991:22).
95
3.1950-1968
Between 1938-1948 there was further expansion in the movement vocabulary 
with innovatory events such as the knee vibrations described on pages 110 and 205- 
206. The years after 1948, however, show a decline in Graham’s movement 
invention. There were several adverse circumstances that could have affected her 
creativity at this stage. She quarrelled with Louis Horst who had been her mentor and 
he left the Company in 1948. There is evidence to suggest that Horst was influential 
in encouraging Graham to develop her new, economic, spare dance vocabulary and 
syntax (Stodelle, 1984; Soares, 1992; Shurr in Sears, 1984; interview with Jane 
Dudley, 1997). The choreographer Alwin Nikolais remarked, for example that,
"Horst supplied the 'bones' to Martha's muscle He was the eagle-eye for Martha"
(Nikolais in Soares, 1992; 138).
Although Horst left the company in 1948, his influence on Graham began to 
decline ft-om around 1936 when Graham met Hawkins. Ralph Taylor, a life-long 
friend of Horst's commented that he worried that Graham "would be led astray by 
Erick, who was just another dancer who would never get over his ballet days in terms 
of movement" (Taylor in Soares, 1992:145). Even though Horst found Hawkins 
"arrogant" he was forced to recognise that significant elements were entering 
Graham's syntax in the form of "new duet materials and interesting roles for men" 
(Soares, 1992:145). Horst remained as musical director for the Graham Company 
until 1948 and when he resigned during the rehearsals for Wilderness Stair 1948 
(later Diversion of Angels), a rift occurred between Horst and Graham that continued 
for the next seven years.
In 1950 Graham suffered another emotional trauma when she and Hawkins 
separated. Already in her early fifties by this time, a decline in her physical powers 
was not helped by a severe knee injury. The condition of her knee incapacitated her 
completely and the Company's first European season was disrupted because of this. 
The reception of her work in Paris was poor and the London season was cancelled as 
Graham could not dance. In addition, it is interesting to note that another artistic
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failure at this time was Eye of Anguish (1950) made for Hawkins and based on the 
theme of King Lear. Hawkins has observed that Graham could not enter into the 
character of Lear, and that because she "thought through a work using her psyche, 
her emotions", she could not successfully create a leading male role (Hawkins in 
Horosko, 1991:76). An inability to make a powerful role for a male dancer may have 
limited Graham's development.
Robert Cohan, on the other hand, remarks that Graham worked well with men 
and allowed them to develop their own material (in Lockyer, 1991)^®. There is 
evidence to suggest that the paradigms for the work of the male dancers in Graham 
dances were set, on the one hand, by Hawkins and, on the other, by Cunningham who 
joined Graham in 1940 (Wengerd, 1991: 48-52). Even though these paradigms 
expanded throughout her career, some male roles still reflect a certain rigidity and 
inflexibility that can be traced back to Hawkins. The movement for Jason in Cave of 
the Heart (1946), for example, tends to be one-dimensional and limited in range, 
qualities that resonate with the few examples seen of Hawkins' movement in Graham 
works. Conversely, Cunningham's quality of extraordinary fluidity and lightness has 
remained as a paradigm in the vocabulary and syntax of Graham's work. The 'March' 
jumps, for example, which were performed first by Cunningham in Letter to the 
World (1940) were absorbed into Graham's movement system and it is clear that she 
continued to use them in works such as Clytenmestra (1958) (Graham, 1973:381, 
393). Moreover, Cunningham contributed formative work to the creation of the role 
of the Preacher in Af^salachian Spring (1944) which will be discussed in Chapter 4 of 
this study.
Roles originally danced by Hawkins were often altered when taken over by 
other dancers. For example, when Bertram Ross inherited the role of Oedipus in
^^Cohan claims that he introduced the cartwheel into Graham's vocabulary but these 
were evident in Panorama made ten years before Cohan joined the Graham 
Company.
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Night Journey (1947), Graham changed the costume and left Ross to work out for 
himself how to create effects with the "yardage" of his new cape (de Mille, 
1992:313). A later Graham dancer, Tim Wengerd, describes how Graham worked 
with him on the duet Oh Thou Desire Who Art About to Sing ( 1977) and his account 
confirms a process that Graham used throughout her career when she created a 
movement syntax for male dancers:
Beginning that duet, we went into the studio and she read me an 
ancient Egyptian poem, we talked a little bit, we played the music, 
and then we started the music again. And she said, Now, that's where 
your solo begins.' It was part way into the piece. So I knew what I was 
dancing about, I had an idea of what this piece was going to be. And 
then she said. Til go away for a little while and, call me when you feel 
like it.' I was, for about twenty minutes, there just playing, 
experimenting, trying this, trying that, putting on the music, doing 
something to it, taking it off, trying something else. And I called her 
in: I had a short phrase of movement. That short phrase of movement 
she took apart, and things were repeated and things were slowed 
down and so forth (Wengerd, 1977:57).
Most of the major roles in the Graham repertory, however, were made by 
Graham for herself on her own body, and, by 1947, she had produced skilful dance 
portrayals of a range of heroines who were more dominant than the corresponding 
heroes portrayed by the male dancers. In Night Journey (1947), for example, it is 
Jocasta rather than Oedipus who is the central character. This work will be examined 
in detail later in the study. Graham's preoccupation with the female psyche and with 
herself as major protagonist and soloist, perhaps curtailed the further development of 
her movement vocabulary and limited her aesthetic.
There were important dances made in the 1950s such as the popular Seraphic 
Dialogue (1955) and the full-evening dance Clytenmestra (1958). Peter Williams 
considered this work to be "possibly Graham's greatest creation to date" (Williams, 
1963:13). These dances, though, do not show new developments on those made in 
the 1940s in either movement vocabulary or syntax. The movement vocabulary had 
become so familiar to members of the Company by 1954 that they were able to 
improvise sections of choreography in Ardent Song (1954), a work which Graham
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had difficulty in finishing (Tracy, 1996). Linda Hodes, for example, remarks that the 
members of the company were "very steeped" in Graham's technique by the 1950s 
and that she trusted her dancers with her movement vocabulary "in terms of 
improvising in her dances" (Hodes in Tracy, 1996:175). Despite the improvised 
passages of Ardent Song, it still had a more favourable reception in London than had 
other dances; a critic in The Times, for example, hailed it as "the most successful she 
has shown us during her present season" and went on to remark that:
...the visual element added up to a total which was not beyond the 
power of limbs to express, as they are, for instance, in Night Journey 
(anon. The Times, March 19, 1954)
John Martin called Ardent Song (1954) possibly "the richest and the most 
consistently beautiful of all her rituals" although Horst commented that he "saw it 
once, and tried to forget it as soon as possible" (Horst in Stodelle, 1984:164). This 
work, however, did introduce the breathings, (Helpem, 1991:22) a pattern of 
movement which, when incorporated with the contraction and release, became a 
familiar classwork exercise. The breathings are seen too in the last section of Acts of 
Light(1981).
McGehee claims that in the 1960s "Martha let us finish her dances" 
(McGehee in Tracy, 1996:129). Graham could not retain full control of her work 
because of an increasingly serious alcohol problem (McGehee, Ross, Wood in Tracy, 
1996). McGehee and Wood relate difficulties that Graham had with Alcestis G9601 
and Acrobats of God (1960) (ibid: 129 and 225). These were due mainly to the fact 
that Graham was often confused, and could not, therefore, fully cope with rehearsals 
either in the studio or on stage.
Dance scholars place the watershed in the development of Graham's 
vocabulary and syntax at different times. Helpem, for example, maintains that 
Canticle for Innocent Comedians (1952) and Ardent Song (1954) "provided more 
material to be absorbed into the technique" (Helpem, 1991:22) although she
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concedes that the basic principles of Graham's technique might have been developed 
prior to the 1950s (ibid:23). There is evidence to suggest that the vocabulary and 
syntax changed at all times throughout Graham's career, (Monte and Capucilli in 
Tracy, 1996) although the early years saw the fastest and most marked developments. 
Martha Hill, who danced with Graham from 1929-1931, notes a considerable change 
within a two year period of these early years: "she had begun to experiment with the 
percussive attack - a sharp intake and breath phrase - and work with the torso. While 
I was away, she had gone onto a different phase" (Hill, ibid: 13). Pearl Lang who 
joined Graham in 1942 notes Graham's continued involvement with her work at this 
time: "when I was taken into the company, Martha taught us every day. She taught. 
When she choreographed a work, she would get up and show some movement and 
we would do it. Martha really danced the movement. She didn't tell you what to do" 
(ibid:84/85).
If elements such as the breathings were developed or added into the syntax in 
the 1950s, other movement devices began to disappear. Bertram Ross comments that 
during the years when Graham taught at Juilliard (from the 1950s) "many of the 
exercises with parallel legs began to disappear" (Ross, in Horosko, 1991:105). In the 
1950s elements of the movement vocabulary were eliminated when Graham thought 
that some of the earlier movements were "too difficult" or too "frustrating" for 
students to tackle (Graham, cited by Ross in Horosko, 1991:105). The lost exercises 
probably included the hip swings ('knee hinges') described by Dudley in this chapter 
on page 83. However, there was an increasing trend towards technical proficiency in 
the presentation of Graham work. I remember being in a class taught by Mary 
Hinkson in 1965 and Graham arrived to watch. She delivered a lecture on the 
importance of the fully pointed foot using, as an example, Hinkson's naturally high 
arch and articulated instep. Thus, if some of the strenuous and uncompromisingly 
radical movements disappeared during the 1940s and 1950s, in the 1960s there was, 
and there still is in the 1990s, an emphasis on academic execution of the extensive 
movement range. Ballet classes taught by teachers such as Henry Danton (Helpem,
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1991:22) were re-introduced at the Graham school in the late 1950s as a response, 
perhaps, to the ever-growing popularity of ballet in America. In 1948, Kirstein and 
Balanchine began establishing the New York City Ballet and this company, 
developed from Ballet Caravan, attracted funding and prestige which was not 
accessible to Graham. The only project in which Graham's and Balanchine's 
individual paths crossed. Episodes (1959)^^ did not remain in Graham's repertory 
although she commented that "it widened my audience....I felt highly privileged to be 
part of an existing organization so closely identified with the general public" 
(Graham in Stodelle, 1984:213).
Graham has claimed that ballet was an important part of her background at 
Denishawn and that she found it "useful for training the body" (Graham in Hardy, 
1984:11). Graham practitioners from the late 1950s onwards have striven to keep 
standards of execution in line with those needed for academic ballet. For example, in 
the summer of 1997, I watched a class at the Graham Center for Contemporary 
Dance in New York taught by Dudley Williams. Williams danced with the company 
in the 1960s, creating the role of the snake in Circe (1963). During the class, he 
concentrated on communicating a sense of Graham's more ballet-influenced style. 
Whilst teaching the hip spirals (tums around the back), for example, he stressed the 
flow of the movement in the body insisting that the isolation of "hip, waist and 
shoulder" should not be done too literally. When Williams taught a leap on the 
diagonal which involved a variation on a combination of sissonne and grand 
assemblé, he exhorted the students to think of the poster for the New York City 
Ballet which showed a ballet dancer executing a similar assemblé movement in the
air.
* ^The four movements that Balanchine contributed to Episodes comprise a highly 
regarded work which is in the repertories of companies such as the Dutch National 
Ballet (Koegler, 1987:144). Graham's section was dropped from her repertory soon 
after the first performances but was revived to critical acclaim in 1979 (Williams, 
1979:25; Sommer, 1985:22)
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It seems clear that Graham's development of vocabulary and new ways of 
assembling it did decrease in the 1950s due perhaps, to the emotional, physical and 
subsequent drinking problems she encountered at this time. Already in her mid 
fifties, her powers as a performer were fading and it is suggested in Chapter 4 that the 
decline of her technical abilities led her to over-compensate with dramatic 
expression.
When Graham became less able to work on her own body, the process of 
evolving new vocabulary decreased. As Martha Hill remarked: "If Martha [Graham] 
had continued to work and had continued dancing, her technique would have been 
changing to the end. She was a constant mover - her ideas were active" (in Tracy, 
1996:13).
4.1968-1990
The 1970s show another marked shift in Graham's approach. She stopped 
dancing completely in 1970 and this led to a physical and mental collapse. She did 
recover her strength, however, and resumed leadership of the Company in 
1972/1973. The 1970s and 1980s are characterised by change in both new Graham 
choreography and in the presentation of old works (Barnes, 1982; Hardy, 1984; 
Jowitt, 1981; Tracy, 1996). Whilst the movement vocabulary itself does not appear to 
have altered greatly, an "increased elasticity" appeared in Graham dance "and a 
growing degree of effortlessness" (Hardy, 1984:16). This suggests that the movement 
system became characterised by an inappropriate sense of forced flow. Recorded 
performances of later dances show the more codified standard elements of Graham's 
vocabulary and syntax and there do not appear to be any of the more idiosyncratic 
events in these works.
Stodelle who rarely finds anything unsuccessful in Graham's dances 
introduces a note of criticism when she refers to works made in the 1970s and 1980s 
as "a procession of dances choreographed on the bodies of others - with their creative 
- collaboration" (Stodelle, 1984:261). Jowitt has also commented on the 1970s:
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Much of the movement in Graham's dances has a patented look. 
Perhaps because she was unable to draw new movement from her 
own body, she used a vocabulary that she had built up. Whatever the 
other dancers may have contributed, it deferred to established Graham 
technique (Jowitt, 1977:78).
As a result of the research that I have carried out, I would argue that the 
invention of new movement may have ceased as early as 1948. Having watched and 
researched a range of dances from 1929-1990, it seems evident that the movement 
vocabulary, syntax and staging of the dances remained stable after 1948 when in 
Diversion of Angels (1948). as Helpem comments, Graham "made radical changes in 
the technique" and "wanted bodies twisted more violently, stressing opposition in the 
upper torso and the gesture leg which crossed the body and turned inward" (1991:19) 
(see Fig.l, page 53).
It is difficult to be sure that the later dances were not supervised rather than 
choreographed by Graham. Commenting on Graham's choreographic process in the 
1970s, for example, Peggy Lyman remarked:
Martha outlines and suggests, and then lets you feel it through the 
movement. Martha always said - and she said it again the other day - 
"Really what I do is coordinate the movements that you give me."
Martha is an editor (Lyman in Tracy, 1996:288).
From watching recorded performances of dances like The Rite of Spring ( 1984) and 
Maple Leaf Rag (1990) it seems clear that there is little extension or development of 
Graham's vocabulary and syntax.
Although works made in the last two decades of Graham's life still feature the 
"torque and twist" (interview with Susan McGuire, 1997) of her steely movement 
system, they demonstrate, too, a greater sense of decoration. Horst had encouraged 
Graham to eschew the prettiness and softness of her Denishawn heritage so that she 
could expose the raw power of movement. Gradually, however, Graham's 
vocabulary and syntax lost the clean, austere aspect of her early work. The costumes 
that had been designed to accentuate the contours of the moving body and to signify
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various aspects of character gave way, too, to the sleek designs of fashion designers 
such as Halston and Calvin Klein.
Graham's policy towards the musical accompaniment of her dances also 
changed. In her formative years, Graham had followed the advice of Horst and had 
worked to the new music of the modem age. She had rejected the lyricism of strings 
which Horst associated with an outworn era of court ballet (Lloyd in Armitage 
1966:94). He encouraged Graham to have music composed specially for her works in 
order to strengthen the dance's autonomy. Horst's own taut, springy compositions for 
works such as Frontier (1935) and El Penitente (1940) responded to the rigour and 
clarity of Graham's emerging vocabulary.
In the last decade of her career, Graham's use of Carl Nielsen's late romantic 
music brings a tone of indulgence and sentimentality to most of Acts of Light (1981) 
and Graham's sinewy vocabulary and stark langue become infused with Denishawn 
exoticism. Nevertheless, the rich throbbing orchestral music and the lustrous gold 
tights and leotards of the 'Helios' section do not overpower or obscure the precision 
and discipline of the movement. This final section of Acts of Light is a demonstration 
of Graham technique and when the dancers go through the sinuous floor work, 
develop the rigorous standing exercises and perform leaps and tums that travel across 
the stage, the grand and sonorous accompaniment does not blur the clarity of the 
movement. In fact, this unlikely music helps to reveal and highlight the expressivity 
of the movement and the drama inherent within it.
I would argue that there was, however, a retum to the decorative aspect of 
Denishawn in terms of presentation and a bias towards the softening of the 
movement system. There have been, too, influences from the dominant code of 
ballet. It has been shown here that from 1938, Graham had taken ballet-trained 
dancers into her company and this trend increased in the 1940s. From the 1970s 
onwards, there has been a predominance of dancers with a background in ballet in 
Graham's company and this contributes to the polished look of her movement system, 
both in revivals of earlier works and in the later dances.
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Nevertheless, it can be seen that in the last two decades of her career, Graham 
still exerted influence over the dancers and, despite the more trained or schooled 
aspect of their performance style, they continued to demonstrate the power of the 
technique that she developed. This is particularly clear in the 'Helios' section of both 
the 1987 and the 1990 recordings of Acts of Light (1981).^2 Here the dancers 
demonstrate Graham's legacy of expressive movement hewn from the undisguised 
anatomy of the body.
5. Selection of works for analysis
The most recent performances of Graham's repertory given in the U.K. took 
place during the Radical Graham Season given at the 1996 Edinburgh Festival. The 
Martha Graham Company presented works from the 1930s and 1940s with the latest 
being the plotless Diversion of Angels (1948). Some generations of Graham dance 
enthusiasts, particularly those who come from Britain, had seen only Lamentation 
(1930) and Frontier (1935) from Graham's formative years. The repertory given here 
before 1996 featured dances made during and after the 1940s and, in the main, these 
works were from the paradigm of the integrated dance dramas.
In 1966, however, there was a student performance at the embryonic London 
Contemporary Dance School of Primitive Mysteries (1931) under the direction of 
Yuriko (Kikuchi). Graham had assisted reluctantly and spasmodically with a 
reconstruction of this work in New York in 1964 and Yuriko had danced Graham's 
role of the Virgin figure. When Primitive Mysteries was given by the students in 
London, the simple spare vocabulary of the dance was a revelation especially in 
relation to the dramatic post-1940s dances of the more familiar repertory. The works 
that had been given in Britain and in New York in the 1960s used a movement 
system which often seemed burdened with drama and symbolism. Primitive
^^The 'Helios' section of Acts of Light and works that are on a similar paradigm (see 
page 143) resonate with the film A Dancer's World (1957). This film is presented in 
practice dress and has a commentary by Graham (see Graham, 1962:23-25).
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Mysteries, on the other hand, showed the economy and clarity that I had hoped to see 
in modem dance. The opportunity of seeing this early dance in the 1960s revealed 
that these qualities had existed in an earlier Graham syntax.
During the 1970s and 1980s, the Martha Graham Company began 
reconstructing more of the older dances and they presented a number of these during 
the Radical Graham Season of 1996. The chance to see such a range of Graham 
choreography within the period 1929-1948 confirmed an impression that I had 
already formulated from my research. I had come to the conclusion that Graham's 
vocabulary and syntax had evolved by approximately 1948 and I had decided that the 
works selected for close analysis in this study would be within the period 1929-1948.
The specific choice of dance, though, is determined largely by pragmatic 
considerations. There had to be complete recordings of Graham dances produced in 
the 1930s and 1940s available on video in the U.K. The other practical consideration, 
however, is that there needs to be at least one other recorded production o f the chosen 
dance so that changes over time in performance style and presentation can be 
observed and discussed and points already made verified. The works selected for 
analysis here are Diversion of Angels (1948), Fmntiei (1935) and Night Journey 
(1947). Although these dances are selected from a limited period of Graham's career, 
the recorded performances of them that are used were made at various times 
throughout her life. These recordings are available either here in the U.K. or in the 
New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.
Diversion of Angels (19481 was selected for examination in the first chapter 
of this study because it allowed a broad field for semiotic analysis that did not 
impose any programme narrative or literal signification on possible interpretations 
made by the viewer. Since there were two recorded performances (1976 and 1991) to 
which I had access, I was able to make reference in Chapters 1 and 6 to changes that 
have occurred in the presentation of the movement vocabulary over time. I could 
view other recordings of Diversion of Angels (1975 and 1984) at the New York 
Public Library for The Performing Arts. I could see, therefore, that the work has
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remained fairly stable. This may be due to the fact that Diversion of Angels was 
made as a dance for the company rather than for Graham herself
After formulating my methodology on this work, I realised that in the context 
o f the costumes setting and music, the movement contains more signifiers than I had 
at first envisaged. Close analysis of the movement system through the methodology 
revealed the rich narrative essence of Graham's vocabulary and syntax for Diversion 
of Angels. Whilst there are no literal characters in the dance, the women in white, red 
and yellow are role paradigms that resonate with the heroines in Graham's more 
overtly dramatic dances. In addition to discovering a stronger narrative element than 
expected, the formation of the methodology exposed Graham's borrowings from 
Oriental and other dance cultures. It also established the element of the body design 
in Diversion of Angels and this came to assume more prominence in my analytical 
procedure after I had looked at a range of works from the repertory.
The analysis of Diversion of Angels showed how skilfully Graham signifies 
character and emotion through movement and Graham's six-minute solo. Frontier 
(1935), seemed an appropriate choice as the next dance for analysis here because it 
showed the development of narrative and character in Graham's work.
The opportunity that I had in New York of viewing the 1931 film of Graham 
dancing Heretic (1929) revealed that she had produced movement with strongly 
characterised signification from very early in her career. Sparse and austere as 
Graham's vocabulary and syntax were at this time, nevertheless in Heretic, she 
manages to convey the light and shade of her role as society's outcast. There is a 
sense of tension conveyed both in the movement vocabulary with its low, earth- 
bound walks and sudden falls and in the solidarity of the wall of women who oppose 
and accuse the heretic. There is much indexical signification in this work. The soloist 
in a white shift, her hair unbound, suggests a free spirit. Yet, her freedom is 
challenged by the band of opposing women. She is their victim, perhaps a woman 
condemned for being a witch and facing execution or someone chosen for ritual 
sacrifice.
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Despite the limited vocabulary in this early dance and its relatively 
undeveloped characterisation, there are many signifiers in the movement and its 
organisation that are associated with a powerful but repressed society who accuses or 
persecutes the dissenting individual. At some points in the dance, Graham and the 
group of women infuse the movement with weight and thrust to show indomitable 
resolution. At other times, Graham uses the contraction principle to show a deeply 
hollowed torso and in the context of the group's menacing solidarity this strong, 
concave body design signifies the Heretic's vulnerability.
By 1935, Graham had started to flesh out the signification in her dances and 
to allow her enjoyment of movement to reflect itself in facial expression. Her 
development of character in this dance is suggested in striking body designs, many of 
which have been captured memorably by photographers such as Barbara Morgan 
(1980). There are high-spirited jumps in the solo and the renowned split kick which 
carves into space (see Fig. 9, page 155) - elements which enhance Graham's 
signification of character. The costume designed by Graham herself, Noguchi's first 
set and Horst's specially composed music contribute to a sense of time and place in 
which to situate the character of the pioneer woman. These are elements which 
Graham built on and integrated into her syntax until they reached the complexity 
associated with the later psychodramas.
Frontier is an example of the rigour of the 1930s approach whilst also acting 
as a precursor for the dramatic, narrative dances which came to their zenith in the 
three Greek mythology-inspired works of the 1940s. These are Cave of the Heart 
(1946), Errand into the Maze (1947) and Night Journey 0947).
From a practical point of view, I had access to a complete version of Frontier 
performed in 1976 as well as excerpts from Graham's original performance filmed in 
the 1930s by Julian Bryan. As explained in Chapter 3, the musical accompaniment 
was not added to this film until 1987. Other recordings of Frontier can be viewed at 
the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts. These include a performance
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by Ethel Winter in 1964 and one by Peggy Lyman in 1985 both of which are 
discussed in Chapter 3 of the study.
Diversion of Angels (1948) and Frontier (1935) include signification of 
character. This notion is particularly clear in Frontier which concerns a pioneer 
woman and her sense of space and territory. However, neither dance portrays literal 
characters. Whilst it might be suggested that Graham explored female archetypes in 
all her dances, the characters of the heroines in the more narrative works were based 
on historical or legendary figures such as Jocasta, Clytenmestra, Phaedra and Judith. 
It seems appropriate in the study of Graham's vocabulary and syntax that there should 
be examination of her approach to the plot-based work and I have had to decide, 
therefore, which narrative dance should be chosen for analysis here.
Although I have identified a period of 1929-1948 from which the choice of 
works is made, the process of selection still has to be limited. The 1940s were years 
that were particularly rich in the production of narrative dramatic dances. As already 
observed, the movement vocabulary and approach to choreography had developed to 
its peak by the early 1950s. Many of the motifs designed in the mid and late 1940s 
appeared in various works across Graham's repertory and became signature to her 
work. Graham needed to create movement devices to express the emotions and 
actions o f such archetypes as Medea and Jocasta. For example, the cave tum 
originated in Medea's role in Cave of the Heart (1946). It is now a familiar feature of 
the Graham technique class and is discussed here in Chapters 5 and 6. Graham's 
forward split fall (wide 2nd fall, see pages 201 and 203) is also a familiar event in 
Graham's current movement system. It was also developed in the 1940s and appeared 
for the first time in the syntax of works such as Night Journey (1947).
The events and signature motifs discussed above were developed during the 
process of choreography but were taught in the technique classes too. The 1947 
classwork that Stuart Hodes describes (Horosko, 1991:115/121) resonates closely 
with the work as it was still being taught twenty years later at the School when I was 
a student there, and by Robert Cohan when he started teaching in London during the
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late 1960s. At this time, we students struggled with difficult but spectacular 
movements developed for the works in the Greek cycle. These included the knee 
vibrations (see pages 205-206) which involve raising the leg to hip level and circling 
it around the body in a figure-of-eight pattern. The movement of the leg from the hip 
is initiated by a deep contraction in the pelvis and the supporting leg bends and 
straightens in tandem with the action of the working leg. In addition to the 
movement in the legs and torso, there is an accompanying figure-of-eight gesture 
made with the arm opposite to the working leg.
As well as the expansion of the movement vocabulary in the 1940s there was 
more use of sculpture and props in Graham's works when these elements were 
integrated into the movement syntax itself. The sculptures are not iconic signifiers 
since they do not directly resemble anything in the real world. However, in relation to 
the movement and the context of the dance, they provide indexical signification of 
actions and situations that occur in the characters' lives or of their thoughts and 
feelings. For example, Medea's lair is suggested by a wire cage of quivering spikes 
which eventually becomes part of her costume and signifies the barbed hatred that 
has prompted her vengeance. The distorted bed in Night Journey is an index of the 
male and female forms and is a major part of the dance's syntax as discussed in 
Chapter 5.
Consideration of the whole picture of Graham's choreography and a detailed 
examination of her movement vocabulary demands that there be analysis of one of 
her integrated, fully-staged dramatic, narrative dances. Since the years between 1929- 
1948 have been identified as constituting the period from which dances are selected 
for analysis in this study, the choice of one narrative work for analysis in the next 
section of the thesis, therefore, is reduced. In the U.K. there are complete recordings 
of the three dances in the Greek cycle that are available on video. They are all of 
sufficient quality to allow a close analysis to be made of them.
Cave of the Heart (1946) is Graham's treatment of the Medea legend. The 
duet F.rrand into the Maze (1947) is concerned with Ariadne's confrontation with the
110
Minotaur and the third dance in the trio of works is Night Journey (1947). This work 
is Graham's version of the Oedipus myth and is the dance that I have chosen as the 
most appropriate for analysis here. Two recordings of Night Journey (1979) and 
(1985) that are available for viewing at the Public Library for Performing Arts in 
New York allow the dance to be seen in its theatrical context. Since these videos are 
recordings of performances, it was possible to see the broad sweep of the 
choreography and to confirm certain details of vocabulary and syntax.
The 1979 and 1985 recordings were not of sufficient quality, however, to 
permit a close analysis of Night Journey and the rehearsal film made for the Jerome 
Robbins Archive (1973) could not be located. The major analysis made in this study, 
therefore, was based on the black and white film of Night Journey (1961) directed by 
Nathan Kroll.
In addition to the recorded resources already mentioned are the notes made 
by Graham on Jocasta's solos in Night Journey (1973:156-158 and 371-373). Chapter 
6 of this study discusses Graham's notes for two versions of Jocasta's solos and 
compares these with remarks she made about the role in Blood Memory (1991). The 
various writings by Graham are considered, therefore, in relation to the material seen 
in the earlier and later recordings of Night Journey.
Night Journey is one of Graham's "definitive masterworks" (Snyder, 
1984:172). It shows the range of her dance vocabulary and the integration of 
costume, sculpture and props into the movement syntax in order to portray a 
distillation o f the Oedipus myth. Like earlier works such as Frontier (1935), Night 
Journey includes idiosyncratic movement devices. There are, for example, Tiresias' 
hops where he uses the tip of his staff against the floor to launch his body vertically 
into the air, feet flexed against straight legs. Elements such as these idiosyncratic 
hops are designed to illuminate a specific character in a particular dance. They often 
seem particularly iconoclastic as they do not become assimilated into Graham's 
standard movement system.
I l l
Night Journey also features several roles that are synonymous with their 
legendary counterparts. The creation of such roles set precedents used in later works 
such as Clytenmestra (1958) or Phaedra (1962). Night Journey is a company work 
and contrasts, therefore, with Cave of the Heart (1946) and its cast of four dancers 
and with the duet Errand into the Maze (1947). As a thirty-minute work for four 
soloists and a chorus of seven female dancers, it enables the analyst to look at the 
broader picture for male and female dancers and to focus on selected passages or 
solos.
There is no shortage of literature about Night Journey. (Graham, 1973 and 
1991; Siegel, 1979; Stodelle, 1984). However, there is little detailed analysis of 
discrete movements and how they are used to help in the communication of events in 
the characters' lives or their thoughts and emotions. It is one of the principal aims of 
the present study to examine how meaning is produced in Graham work through the 
use of the body. However, as discussed in Chapter 1, the movement system itself is 
set in the overall context of Graham's langue which includes costume, sculpture, 
props and so forth. These elements are also important to the analysis in helping to 
account for the meaning in Graham's dances. However, it is the range of movements 
and the way that Graham assembles them that will be the major focus of my analysis 
of Night Journey in Chapter 5.
In Chapter 2 ,1 have traced several shifts in Graham's career and life which, I 
have argued, had an effect on the development of her movement system. This process 
made it possible for me to limit the period from which I would select works for 
analysis. I decided to look closely at dances made between the years 1935-1948 and I 
have shown the practical and intellectual reasons why the key works to be studied 
here are Frontier (1935), Night Journey (1947) and Diversion of Angels (1948).
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The methodological model introduced and demonstrated in Chapter 1 using 
Diversion o f Angels is applied in Chapter 3 to Graham's solo dance, Frontier.
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CHAPTER 3 
The Introduction of the Dramatic/Narrative Dance 
Erontier (1935)
Frontier  ^ marks an important stage in the development of Graham's 
dramatic/narrative dances. With its signification of character and place, the solo 
introduces the paradigm of the dramatic/narrative dance. This is a concept which 
developed steadily during the late 1930s and throughout the 1940s. Here, Graham 
integrated movement with costume, sculpture, props and so forth and this fiiily 
theatrical approach found its most ambitious form in the full-length Clytemnestra 
(1958).
The element of drama has always been part of Graham style and it is 
suggested that, from the earliest stages in her career, Graham created dramatic solos 
such as Revolt ( 1927) as performance vehicles for herself. Slightly later, her work 
was enriched by the material she made for the Group of female dancers who 
supported her. It was shown in Chapter 2, for example that in Heretic (1929) Graham 
portrayed an outsider figure - a woman at odds with the rest of the community.
It appears that none of Graham's early dances presented iconic signification. 
For example. Primitive Mysteries (1931) is not an iconic signifier for religious 
practices. The stringent vocabulary and economy with which it is assembled reflects 
the formality and ritual associated with a ceremony. Each year, the Hispanic-Indian 
community of the South West of Mexico honour the Virgin Mary and Primitive 
Mysteries is an index of these rites rather than a representation of them. The soloist
I The solo Frontier Ü935) was performed originally as Perspective N o:l. musiciLouis 
Horst, set: Isamu Noguchi, costume:Martha Graham. The second half of the work. 
Perspective No.2.’Marching Song, music:Lehman Engel, costume:Martha Graham, 
was danced by Martha Graham and Group, but was dropped very soon after the first 
performance at the Guild Theater, New York on April 28, 1935. Frontier was 
reconstructed by Ethel Winter in 1964 and re-created by Graham for Peggy Lyman 
and Janet Eilber between 1974 and 1975.
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in her white dress suggests purity and sanctity and is an index of the Madonna. She is 
not, however, a character with signification of personality or state of mind.
Frontier (1935) constitutes a new paradigm in Graham choreography of the 
1930s because Graham presented herself as a more human character. She became an 
iconic signifier since, in costume and performance, she resembled an ordinary 
woman. In the earlier dances, the body itself was the principal signifier and the face, 
as discussed in Chapter 2, had been "mask-like and impassive" (Terry in Snyder, 
1984:81). Often costumed in constricting tubes of woollen fabric, the body 
demonstrated the tension created by the dancers' movements between hip and knee or 
shoulder and waist. In Frontier, for the first time, Graham incorporated the element 
of facial expression into her movement system, and, as Terry obsei*ved, she 
"permitted emotions to register upon her face" (ibid). This addition to Graham's 
syntax helped in the development of iconic signification of character.
Signification of emotion through facial gesture as well as through the body's 
movement was not the only new component in Graham's langue. Another 
development at this time was her first use of a set and Frontier marks the beginning 
of a long and fimitful collaboration with the Japanese/American sculptor, Isamu 
Noguchi.
When it first appeared in 1935, Frontier was the first solo of a two-part dance 
called Perspectives No. 1 and No. 2. 'Marching Song', the less successful second part 
of the work to a score by Lehman Engel was soon dropped and the work became 
Frontier- An American Perspective of the Plains. In 1935, therefore, when the dance 
was new, audiences were given additional signification as to the solo's theme and 
concerns. The signifiers: American, Perspective, and Plains, are linked to codes that 
suggest a specific ideology, history and sense of place familiar to most Americans at 
that time. In the face of the economic failure and financial hardship during the years 
of Depression in the 1930s, there was a need to restate American values and to 
reactivate the pioneering spirit inherent in the culture. With Frontier. Graham 
presented a theme that was related to the settling of untamed territory and audiences
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could respond, therefore, to the solo's celebration of an American sense of enterprise 
and adventure (Thomas, 1995:117-118 ).
Whilst the iconic signification in Frontier must have been generally legible to 
audiences of the 1930s, it is suggested here that the solo has continued to be a 
signifier for a period of American history and sense of location that has become well- 
known not only in American society but in other cultures and nationalities too. 
Countless texts ranging from films, popular shows, books and other works by 
Graham herself introduced and popularised these historical and logistic codes. Fish's 
concept of the "interpretive [sic] community" accounts for this sense of communal, 
reciprocal understanding. According to Fish, the creation and interpretation of texts 
depends on all the other existing and pre-existing texts experienced by both those 
who produce them and those who read or view them. The meaning in a text is not 
dependent on either the intention of the creator or on the response of any particular 
individual. Meaning resides in the interpretation that grows in the relatively public 
domain of the community or society fi*om which texts emerge and by whom they are 
consumed. In other words, it is not the stability of the text itself which is the 
"authorising agency" but rather the stability of response to it, since the "interpretive 
community" comprises a "bundle of interests, of particular purposes and goals" (Fish, 
1980:14).
In 1935, however. Frontier introduced components that created new 
paradigms in Graham's movement syntax. In addition to the softening of her facial 
expression and development of character, there was also the integration into the 
movement vocabulary of stage sculpture^. The set in Frontier is very minimal in 
comparison to Noguchi's later work for Graham but, despite its sparse presentation, it 
is powerful in its indication of space and territory. There is a section of fencing-post 
from which stretch two ropes. These extend slightly forwards from the fence and
^Graham used a "low platform or wooden construction" for the first time in Dance 
(1929) (Lloyd, 1949:53).
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disappear from the audience's view forming a broad 'V  that divides up the space 
above the dancer. The fence suggests both an enclosure o f and a gateway to the 
settler's land - a territory which has been captured and which must be defended, 
worked, cultivated, and made to yield.
Whilst the structure itself is an indexical signifier of a rustic fence or gate, 
according to codes associated with the performer, it also connotes the dance practice 
barre. At certain points in the solo, the dancer stretches along the structure, places 
the raised leg on the top spar and bends and straightens the supporting leg, as though 
exercising during class or warming-up before a performance. As with many Noguchi 
sculptures commissioned by Graham, the fence is an integral part of the movement 
vocabulary and its presence is woven into the structure of the dance. It becomes a 
means of spiritual and physical support and a point from which to set off as well as a 
place of retum. The ropes indicate the anchoring of this structure in space and draw 
the gaze towards it. At the same time, the ropes extend away from the fence acting as 
signification of a small, domestic area in a large, uncultivated terrain - an index of an 
American homestead or ranch.
The costume too is a major signifier in the solo and helps to establish the 
dancer as a character. In the black and white recording of Graham performing 
Frontier, there is a full-sleeved white blouse worn under a long-skirted pinafore 
dress. The dress has a collar trim and the sleeves of the blouse form an extra detail of 
drapeiy.
Martha designed her own dress, and it was worthy to be placed in front of the 
beautiful Noguchi set. She looked in it rather like a religious figure, a member 
of a lay order - a very simple frock, like the dress of a Quaker or an Amish 
woman, suggesting a schoolgirl's uniform, of sand-colored stuff over a 
full-sleeved white blouse. It spelled dignity, simplicity. It was of working 
material and without period. A good dress (de Mille, 1992: 220).
Stodelle describes Graham's costume as "a homespun pinkish brown jumper
worn over a white blouse with dolman sleeves" (Stodelle, 1984:97).
The costume for Frontier has varied over the years but the dress worn in the
1976 version analysed here is similar to Graham's original costume although it is an
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oyster or off-white colour with a pinkish hue. In relation to the Western code of 
colour this shade of material signifies youth and innocence. As with the dancer 
wearing yellow in Diversion of Angels (1948) there are elements in the movement 
vocabulary in Frontier associated with spring and optimism. The energetic leaps, for 
example, that move the dancer away from and back to the fence, display the natural 
enthusiasm of youth and liveliness.
Horst's score, written for the dance after it had been choreographed, is 
another strong signifier. It includes a snare drum and a trumpet which give the music 
military connotations - Graham remarks, for example, that this drum beat signifies a 
man going off to war (WNET 1976). At this time, Horst conducted a small orchestra 
for Graham including flute, clarinet, trumpet and percussion. He considered that 
strings were too "luscious and romantic for modem dance" and that they were 
reminiscent of the court ballet (Lloyd in Armitage, 1966:94).
The music for Frontier is jaunty in its dynamics and, in relation to Fish and 
his theory of the way in which past codes inform new ones and help to create cultural 
intertextuality, the military aspect of the music seems familiar. It recalls a call-to- 
arms as heard in films that show the battles and wars fought in America during its 
decades of settling and colonisation. The association of fighting man and his absence 
from home helps to account for the solitary female left to guard and tend the land. 
The music is both austere and light-hearted suggesting the self-reliance needed by the 
lone woman as well as her exhilaration at the space and freedom that surrounds her.
The dance presents the self-sufficient woman and the music suggests the 
absence of man. The combination of the two indicates female appropriation of the 
male role and the discipline needed to conquer the territory - or in relation to the code 
of the dancer, the mastery of the body in space. With the set as a background, the 
young woman radiates pride in ownership. There is a sense of her location in the vast 
landscape and an acceptance of future responsibilities. She is also perhaps self- 
reflexive, reminding the viewer that she is, despite costume and set, a dancer tethered 
to the ritual of daily practice. The space marked out could be the limitations of the
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studio/stage, the parameters within which the dancer works. But the solo also shows 
a gradual progression towards emotional and physical mastery.
The major signifiers presented by the soloist in Frontier relate to the 
signifieds, youth and optimism. In her introduction to the 1976 recording, Graham 
refers to the dancer as a "young woman" or a "girl." The unworldly and youthful 
aspect of the pioneer woman is suggested by the demure, light-coloured dress in 
which she dances. The hair-style, too, is significant since it is less sophisticated than 
the ornate chignons worn for the portrayal of roles in the later dramatic works. In 
Frontier, the dancer wears a broad white band that restrains the hair which is dressed 
in a bob aroimd the neck. Photographs of dances such as Ekstasis (1933) and 'Tragic 
Holiday* from Chronicle (1936) show that Graham wore her hair like this in other 
dances of the period as well as in private life (Graham, 1991:137). The hair-style 
appears to signify the young Graham before she developed the more sophisticated 
characters portrayed in works such as Letter to the World (1940) and Deaths and 
Entrances (1943).
The recording of Frontier used here for analysis is of the solo in performance 
danced by Janet Eilber (Ardolino, WNET, 1976). From looking at other films of the 
dance it can be seen that it has changed over the years. Certain components of the 
vocabulary have been omitted at times or altered. However, a comparison between 
Graham's (Bryan, 193-), Eilber's in 1976 and Lyman's in 1985 (National Endowment 
for the Arts) shows some common characteristics whilst Ethel Winter's version of the 
role (Godwin, 1964) appears more balletic in comparison to the other recordings. 
Differences between performances of Frontier will be examined in the Personal 
Style section o f this chapter.
L AnalytkaLprocess
The analysis of Frontier made in this chapter differs in format from the 
methodological process followed for the analysis of Diversion of Angels in Chapter 1
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which consisted, firstly, o f a semiotic reading of the dance as a whole. This enabled a 
close examination of the solo for the woman in white since it could be read within 
the narrative framework of the larger picture of the work. The various movement 
components in the solo were identified and terms were assigned to them. Finally in 
Chapter 1, there was a consideration of how these units of vocabulary and their 
assemblage were encoded in the solo through its relationship with the dance as a 
whole, and how the movement might be decoded by the observer/viewer according to 
the context of the overall work.
A slightly different procedure has been followed for the morphological 
analysis of Frontier. The solo is short (approx, 6 minutes) but is an autonomous 
dance and cannot be considered, therefore, within the larger picture of a work. 
Moreover, the structure and motifs seem predominant in terms of the solo's design 
and meaning and the way these elements constitute Frontier's story. The analysis will 
begin therefore with a consideration of;
1. (a) Structure
(b) Body design phrases
(c) Description of movement within sections
The discussion will then move on to the codes through which the various 
signifiers in the dance operate. These codes are taken from concepts associated with 
the work's title and will be discussed under:
2. Codes
(a) Character
(b) Space/location
(c) Narrative
Having accounted for the signification of meaning that might be read through 
the above codes, there will be an exploration of other recordings of Frontier. Several
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differences observed in the presentation and performance of vocabulary, syntax, 
timing and dynamics in performances by Graham, Winter, Eilber and Lyman will be 
discussed in this chapter under: 3. personal style.
1. (a) Structure
Frontier can be divided into three parts or sections and a final coda (see 
Diagram 2, pages 123 and 123a). This seems evident as there are three separate 
points in the solo where the dancer pauses with her back to the fence-like structure, 
moves away from it into the stage space and returns to it. Section 3 is shorter in 
length although there is an increase in dynamic attack and energy. The dance is 
dominated by body designs (b.d.) (see pages 48-49) The material in each section is 
introduced by one of the seven body designs: Figs. 2-8, 124-130. B.d.7 is seen in 
slightly varying forms within the syntax of all three sections.
l.(a) Body design phrases
In order to understand how Frontier is built up, developed and resolved, the 
seven principal body designs observed in the solo and the phrases surrounding them 
are examined below in detail.
B.d. 1
The dance opens in a symmetrical shape and the dancer is seen with her back 
to the fence facing out to the audience. The hands are placed at the sides of the body 
and they rest on the top spar of the fence. This is followed by the first motif event 
where the dancer rises to half toe and lowers twice (Fig.2, page 124).
B. d .2
The rising and lowering through the feet is followed by a rocking of the body 
from side to side as the weight is transferred from one leg to the other. This leads to 
the presentation of the second body design (Fig.3, page 125). Here the left leg is 
raised in an inverted attitude to the side of the body. The leg is placed on the top spar 
of the fence, and the bent left arm complements the leg gesture.
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The body design is sustained as the supporting leg bends and straightens to 
half toe and the head turns from side to side, thus echoing the first motif in both the 
bend and straightening of the leg and in the head movements.
B.d. 3
B.d. 2 is changed into b.d. 3 using transitional movement initiated by a head 
and arm gesture. Here the dancer stretches out against the fence in a backbend. The 
body has been pulled into its new shape by the preceding head and arm gestures (Fig. 
4, page 126).
B.d. 4
The dancer is seen in profile to the audience. The left leg is bent and the foot 
is placed on top of the fence. Both arms are wrapped around the raised knee and the 
back is held straight (Fig.5, page 127).
Again, the shape in the body is maintained throughout the bending and 
straightening of the supporting leg.
B.d. 5
Here the dancer almost becomes the gate as she stretches sideways against it. 
The supporting leg is in a deep fondu and the arms are stretched overhead in line with 
the top spar of the structure (Fig.6, page 128).
B.d. 6
B.d. 6 appears at the end of the solo in the coda ( Fig.7,129). It is similar to 
b.d. 2 but the gesturing leg is bent and is lifted clear from the top spar of the fence. 
The same arm as raised leg (left) stretches upwards.
Both b.d. 2 and 4 are motifs in the dance since they recur in the middle and at 
the end of the solo in slightly different forms. They can be identified as individual 
motifs as they are clear shapes which contrast with each other particularly in their 
different uses of front and side facings.
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Diagram 2 : Frontier (1935)
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Figure 2: Janet Eilber in b.d. 1 from Frontier (1935) Ardolino (1976) USA: WNET
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Figure 3: Janet Eilber in b.d. 2 from Frontier (1935) Ardolino (1976) USA:WNET
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Figure 4: Janet Eilber in b.d. 3 from Frontier (1935) Ardolino (1976) USA:WNET
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Figure 5: Janet Eilber in b.d. 4 from Frontier (1935) Ardolino (1976) USA:WNET
■
I
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Figure 6: Janet Eilber in b.d. 5 from Frontier (1935) Ardolino (1976) USA:WNET
'/ i
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Figure 7: Janet Eilber in b.d. 6 from Frontier (1935) Ardolino (1976) USA:WNET
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Figure 8: Janet Eilber in b.d. 7 from Frontier (1935) Ardolino (1976) USA:WNET
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There is, though, the intervening transitional movement that allows smooth passage 
between one body design and another. These more unspecified shapes are perceived 
as fluid forms moving through space and time rather than as visible patterns of body 
parts.
B.d. 3 is sustained the longest, since the dancer bends and straightens the 
supporting leg twice whilst maintaining the backbend. The upper body and raised 
arm echo the movement of the supporting leg as the dancer sways slightly from back 
to side.
B.d. 7.
This is a lunge with the front leg in fondu and the bent and inverted arms are 
lifted with the hands held level with the face (Fig.8, page 130) (see page 254).
In section 2, b.d. 7 faces stage front and in section three it is presented in a 
similar stage facing but with an added triumphal thrust of the right arm upwards.
l.(c) Description of movement content within sections
Section 1: This section begins with the first four body designs and their 
accompanying phrases as outlined above. Section 1 also introduces many of the 
events which, like b.d.7, become motifs that are developed or varied throughout the 
dance. The pioneer woman is seen standing in front of the gate at the beginning of 
section 1. After the four body design phrases in which she moves against the gate, 
she leaps away from it in phrases of jumps that travel forwards and backwards and 
she finishes in the space in front of her home in b.d. 7.
The pioneer woman celebrates the open space with phrases of kicks and a 
phrase of weighted runs on a circular pathway. Here the dancer jumps with a tombé 
emphasis on to the right leg using the left in a catch-step to propel the weight and 
energy back to the right leg. The upper body alternates between dropping forwards on 
the first run and arching back on the second. The right arm is thrust forwards on the 
first run and upwards on the second. The kick and weighted run phrases are repeated
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and there is a third repeat of the kick phrase finishing in b.d. 7 shown at an angle. 
There is a large circular gesture of the right arm before a phrase of idiosyncratic 
springs moves the dancer back to the fence. During these springs, the right arm 
gestures to the side in a small flapping movement and the left arm is bent and held 
stationary with the hand under the chin as the upper body rocks from side to side.
Section two begins with the dancer in b.d.5 which is developed into more 
stretching movements against the gate. The dancer takes a long stretch out to the side 
with the supporting leg in a deep fondu. This is followed by side to side stretches as 
the legs bend and the whole upper body bends forwards from the waist with the right 
arm sweeping overhead and touching the ground in front of the dancer. As there are 
common elements of shape and flow in these movements, they appear to constitute 
one long phrase.
Similarly, the floor work in section 2 is measured and sustained and 
comprises four phrases - backbend to the floor from the knees; turn on to the side of 
the body; sitting position and opening and closing of legs with accompanying arm 
gestures; rise to standing from the floor.
As in section 1, there is a phrase of jumps travelling forwards and backwards 
and finishing in b.d.7. Section 2 also contains an event which has, over the years, 
become a signature motif as it has been used in other Graham works since it appeared 
for the first time in Frontier. Here, the right leg is unfolded in a high extension whilst 
the arms are raised in a curved position overhead. The arms open with the leg gesture 
whilst the body tilts away from the raised leg. This event has continued to appear in 
various combinations in Graham technique and has come to be known as the fankick 
(Helpem, 1991:14; Hinkson in Tracy, 1996:188). Instances of the use of the same 
movement across several works show that elements of Graham's vocabulary can 
become familiar as they reappear in various forms. However, as they are seen in 
contexts that vary and change, these events and motifs accrue different meanings.
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The "fankick,"^ for example is mentioned by Graham in connection with the 
psychological dance drama, Deaths and Entrances (1943) when she notes: "Fankick 
t o r -  holding chess [piece]" (Graham, 1973:153). It is suggested, therefore, that the 
fankick is more signature when it is made with the right leg.
In Frontier, the fankick is combined with a lunge to the side and a rocking 
motion from side to side as the weight changes from one leg to the other. The fankick 
phrase and its repeat is followed by the idiosyncratic horse jumps. This extended 
phrase of jumps begins with an almost imperceptible spring on to one foot whilst 
flinging the other leg up to the back. Then there is a small spring on to the back leg 
accompanied by a rocking motion of the body. The hands are held behind the back. 
The dancer thus rocks forwards and backwards beginning with small springing jumps 
and limited body movement. The movement gathers momentum and becomes almost 
violent as the leg kicks high to the back giving the impression of a bucking horse.
The first set of bourrées in the solo also occurs in section 2. The arms are 
held close to the sides of the body and these bourrées move the dancer back to the 
fence structure. Frontier was possibly the first dance in which Graham used these 
fast, sideways running events or "little side steps on the balls of the feet" (Cohen, 
1958:9). Cohen remarks, for example, that they have been "reiterated in a number of 
Graham dances since Frontier" (ibid).
Section 3 begins with the dancer in b.d.2 which is transformed into b.d.4 
through the space-scanner [my term] gesture. Here, from a stage right stage-facing, 
the right arm is held forwards from the shoulder and travels on a direct pathway as 
the torso pivots to stage left against the sustained lower body. The space-scanner 
gesture is a motif in the solo since it appears in sections 1, 3 and the coda. This motif 
illustrates the spatial theories identified by Preston-Dunlop and discussed here in 
Chapter 1 (see pages 48-51). The arm gesture could be described as a body design 
because it is an image which is sustained in time and space. Yet it is also a motional
^Hinkson refers to the fankick as "fan-kick" (in Tracy, 1996:188)
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event or gesture in spatial progression since it carves an illusory circle which the 
audience can trace for themselves (see pages 80-81). The dancer propels her arm 
through space thus demonstrating the quality of spatial projection and the arm and 
torso revolve against the strongly-held lower body giving an image which resonates 
with Preston-Dunlop's concept of spatial tension. Graham's preoccupation with space 
and her narrative use of it is demonstrated, therefore, through the spatial indices 
conveyed by this single gesture.
The body design phrases of section 3 are followed by the jumps forwards and 
backwards culminating in b.d.7 and a thrust upwards of the right arm. The jumps are 
considerably expanded in this section. There is more use of the upper body and the 
arms and legs are thrown higher. There is a second phrase of bourrées and this time 
they are accompanied by an arm-rocking gesture.
The coda consists of a relevé into b.d.6 with the raised leg lifted very high 
and clear of the top spar of the fence. The same (left) arm is thrust upwards. The foot 
is placed on the fence and the left arm circles backwards. The space-scanner arm 
gesture which follows helps to lead the body's rotation into b.d.4 where the pulses are 
repeated.
The coda (and the dance) ends with a single, direct thrust outwards of the left 
arm towards a focus that takes the eye beyond stage right.
2. Codes
The assemblage of the dance's vocabulary and its arrangement into sections 
can be read according to codes suggested by Frontier's theme. The solo does not 
follow a plot or scenario with a chain of events occurring in a specific time and 
place. There is no named character or personality involved. However, following the 
dance's full title. Frontier - An American Perspective of the Plains, the dancer's 
costume and hairstyle and the specially commissioned set, it is proposed that the 
main codes embedded in the work's theme are those of (a) character, (b)
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space/location and, in accordance with the concept of a character in time and space
(c) narrative
2. (a) Character
It has been established through a discussion on costume and hairstyle that the 
perspective or view of the plains of America is that of a "native character" (Snyder, 
1984: iv). According to the ideology of the American frontier, the native character is 
a young pioneer woman of the mid-west plains of America at the turn of the century.
The representation of the female body in Frontier signifies several aspects of 
this character. For example, the height of the top spar of the fence against which the 
dancer stands, determines that the (left) leg, moving on it or against it, is always at 
hip level. When the leg is removed from the fence, it takes an attitude position where 
it is folded behind the body or held in an inverted bend to the side and there is an 
even higher use of extension from the hip joint. Since it demonstrates considerable 
strength and physical prowess, this body design may be read as an index of the 
indomitable will needed by nineteenth century settlers.
Graham had considerable flexibility, particularly in the left hip joint: "she had 
a one-sided, left-leg split-kick technique, straight up on the left side" (Butler in de 
Mille, 1992:100). Another dancer with the Graham Company of the 1930s and 
1940s, Ethel Butler also comments: "there were never any right-handed kicks or falls 
until the teacher tired and Martha finally gave in, but not for herself personally" (E. 
Butler, ibid). One of Graham's own codes of the body which was still respected in 
the classes I took in the 1960s and 1970s, was that movements such as falls should 
always be made to the left because of the location of the heart. On a more pragmatic 
level, right-handedness is usually associated with greater strength of the right support 
which enhances flexibility of the left leg. In Graham's works, kicks and falls to the 
left side may be considered to be more characteristic and signature than those done to 
the right. It should be noted, however, that the fankick in Frontier is made with the 
right leg and Graham refers to a fankick with the right leg in her notes for
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Entrances (see page 132). It is reasonable to suggest, therefore, that whilst Graham 
did favour the left or heart side for falls and for the split kick, the fankick is more 
signature when performed with the right leg.
The "one-sided, left-leg split-kick" (J. Butler, ibid) signifies the extrovert, 
energetic and optimistic facets of the pioneer woman's character. In Frontier, this 
kick event is often seen in immediate repetition. The dancer makes a high kick of the 
left leg just after her right foot has stepped on to half toe. When the left leg is thrown 
up to the side of the body, the right arm sweeps overhead in a high arc (see Fig. 9, 
page 155). The initial impact of the right foot against the floor initiates the 
polykinetic movement that follows. The kick event is a motif since it is repeated in 
the solo several times and is both an icon and an index of the pioneer woman's 
indomitable will and physical strength.
Following the phrases of kicks and weighted runs of section 1, the kick 
phrase is repeated a third time but is followed by new material. The new material 
comprises a separate phrase initiated by a continuous circular movement of the right 
arm which develops into a phrase of springs travelling backwards as the right arm 
gestures to the side in the flapping movement (see page 158). These idiosyncratic 
events suggest the simple, almost lumbering facet of the pioneer woman's nature. 
This is a woman who might appear awkward in urban social circles and whose 
intrinsic earthiness prevents elegance or poise.
There are other signifiers encoded in the characterisation of the pioneer 
woman. For example during the second set of bourrées the arms make a rocking 
motion from side to side. Here the arms are bent and joined in a curved shape in front 
of the body with one hand laid over the other and the position of the arm connotes the 
cradling of a baby. Graham borrowed mimetic gesture for the syntagm in several of 
her dances. It has been demonstrated, for example, that Diversion of Angels (1948) 
includes the romantic gesture of couples blowing kisses to each other. In 
Appalachian Spring (1944), too, there is a baby rocking gesture. Whilst it is similar 
to the arm-rocking gesture that accompanies the second set of bourrées in Frontier.
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the context o f Appalachian Spring and the facial expressions of both the Bride and 
her companion suggest that the Bride's arm gesture signifies the imagined presence of 
a child. In this later dance with a stronger sense of narrative and characters, the 
cradling gesture is more of an iconic signifier than it is in Frontier (see pages 230- 
231). In Frontier, the pioneer's eyes are raised as though she is scanning the distance 
and the torso does not waver on top of the skimming legs. The whole body design 
suggests signification in a wider context and communicates, perhaps, the resolute but 
caring woman who knows that her role in life involves the comfort and nurture of the 
young, the sick and the weak.
The considerable use of elevation in Frontier helps to convey the pioneer 
woman's lively and vibrant nature. Graham had not introduced this facet of her work 
until Celebration in 1934. This dance was made for the Group and the dancers 
"jumped the whole time" (O'Donnell in Tobias, 1981:79). Graham had used little 
elevation in her very early dances and was introduced to the idea of leaps when she 
worked on The Rite of Spring with Massine in 1930. Here she performed "splits in 
the air" for the first time (ibid, 1981:55).
The leaps and jumps in Frontier are idiosyncratic since they are linked to the 
character of the pioneer woman and do not appear in the syntax of other Graham 
works. They are based on a natural display of high spirits rather than on any standard 
dance system. The jumps that travel away from and back to the fence are produced 
through a step hop mechanism with a small catch step in between to bring the dancer 
back on to the working foot - the right foot.
The phrases of jumps that move forwards and backwards are seen three times 
in the solo. The first set comprises four jumps forwards, four backwards; the second 
four forwards, three backwards and the jumps finish in b.d.7. They are relatively 
understated in section 1 but gather in volume in section 2 where, for example, the left 
leg is raised higher to the side. There is also more complementary use of the upper 
body and the arms are thrown higher as though the dancer is gaining in confidence 
and strength. In section 2 there are three jumps backwards and three forwards; two
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backwards and a final flourish in b.d.7. In section three, these jumps are even more 
high spirited as the dancer throws her leg up high to the side and to the back whilst 
moving freely forwards and backwards several times.
Terry refers to the idiosyncratic jumps as "the peg-leg lope" and recounts 
how, in a performance called Portraits of Great Dancers (1941), Weidman imitated 
Graham. Weidman "put his leg in a noose and yanked the rope in order to simulate 
Miss Graham's favorite leg extension, and followed it with the peg-leg lope down to 
the front of the stage, just as Graham does in her solo Frontier" (Terry, 1978:97). The 
"favorite leg extension" became a signature motif as discussed on page 132 whereas 
the "peg-leg lope" has remained idiosyncratic since this kind of jump is specific to 
Frontier.
Thus between 1935 and 1941, the fankick signature motif and the strange 
forwards/backwards leaps featured in Frontier changed signification. They had 
become signs proper or symbols for Graham s' movement system rather than indices 
of youth, exuberance and the wide spaces o f the American mid-west.
Another striking jumping phrase that indicates the character of the woman 
occurs towards the end of the solo. Here the dancer performs twelve jumps on a 
sideways pathway suggesting the image of a high spirited horse (see page 133). This 
is an image which recalls an integral part of life in the American mid-west.
The phrase of jumps, beginning with small springs and limited body 
movement, gathers momentum, becoming very energetic with the left leg kicking 
high to the back. The jumps in Frontier are indices of natural behaviour rather than 
deriving from academic principles of standard dance technique. The syntax by which 
they are combined occurs frequently in the Graham syntagm as Terry observed with 
his reference to "the peg-leg lope" (1978:97). Here there is a step in plié followed by 
a hop. A small catch step usually precedes the step in plié allowing these jumps to be 
performed in a continuous phrase. In Diversion of Angels (1948), for example, the 
men perform a phrase of jumps travelling from one side of the stage to the other but 
with the upper body facing front and tilting away from the raised, gesturing leg (see
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page 162). However, the leg gestures that accompany the basic step-hop mechanism 
in Frontier appear to be featured in this dance only. There are, however, other jumps 
that are similar with the legs bent under the body such as those for the woman in 
yellow in Diversion of Angels. The signification here, too, is of youthful high spirits.
There is only one section of floor work in Frontier and it occurs half-way 
through the solo. The limited amount of movement involving the body moving to, 
on, and away from the floor signifies the character's lightness o f heart. When the 
dancer goes to the floor she is never prostrate. This image contrasts with those in 
dances such as Cave o f  the. Heart (1946) or Night Journey (1947) where there is a 
context relating to emotional suffering and the body seen at low level signifies 
despair.
The floorwork in Frontier begins as the dancer goes to the knees and bends 
backwards to the floor. She transfers the body’s weight to her side and turns to 
downstage right diagonal in a sitting posture with the legs opening to second 
position. The arms are stretched out to the front of the body and the hands are clasped 
together. The arms open quickly to the sides as the legs close. The legs open to 
second facing the audience and the arms close again with the hands clasped together. 
As the body turns to face the left downstage diagonal the legs close and the arms 
open. The counterpoint between arm and leg gestures adds complexity to an 
otherwise simple phrase and the subsequent rise from the floor is accomplished 
through the principle of contraction and release. From her sitting posture, the dancer 
folds the left leg behind her and makes a contraction in the pelvis which transfers the 
centre of gravity on to the left hip. The right leg bends in front of the body and the 
release of the contraction propels the weight on to this leg. The dancer transfers the 
centre of gravity to the right leg and foot and she is able then to rise through the legs 
to standing. The movement demonstrates strength and determination and helps, 
therefore, to communicate the mettle and endurance of the pioneer woman^.
^A similar rise from the floor is used in the 1979 and 1985 recordings of Jocasta's
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2. (b) Space/location
There are several accounts of Frontier that discuss the dance's evocation of 
space (McDonagh, 1974; de Mille, 1992; Croce, 1978; Hargreave in Armitage, 
1966). Graham herself explains that the dance is about "a young woman who 
contemplates a great untrammelled landscape" (WNET 1976). Despite the fact that 
Frontier does not always use the expanse of the stage area, there are a number of 
spatial indices in the solo. For example, each time the dancer moves away from her 
base, she makes direct and delimiting pathways as though she is marking out certain 
areas of terrain. These pathways move forwards and backwards, as in the repeated 
series of jumps which come towards the audience and then move back to the fence. 
Here it seems as though the woman is releasing her inhibitions and demonstrating her 
zest for life or as, Graham remarks, her "appetite for space" (WNET 1976).
One of the pathways in the solo is circular. Here the dancer moves around the 
stage with the two phrases of weighted jumps before coming centre stage for the kick 
series. Since these phrases are repeated, the circular pathway is seen twice, thereby, 
allowing the viewer to absorb this particular aspect of the stage space.
There are sets of bourreés seen in sections 2 and 3 where the dancer skims 
the floor and marks out great swathes of her land in rectangular pathways. The body 
is held upright and the gaze directed outwards beyond the audience as the pioneer 
woman shuffles in parallel on the balls of her feet concentrating on measuring the 
dimensions o f her territory.
There are several events where the body stretches out into space as in the 
fankick signature motif or in the high split-kick phrases. The arms, too, are used to 
indicate the grand sweep of the mid-west prairie surrounding the dancer. For 
example, the space-scanner gesture seen in sections 1, 3 and the coda shows the right 
arm, held straight out at shoulder level slicing through the air. As the upper body
solo 1 in Night Journey (1947) (see Chapter 6).
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rotates the viewer follows the dancer’s focus beyond her outstretched hand. It is as 
though the dancer is pointing towards a moving spot on the horizon or indicating the 
extent of the space around her.
The final series of leaps, too, indicates the space in which the woman glories. 
The leaps feature a high lift of the back leg in attitude. The hands are in fists and 
there is a strong use of the upper body and arms. The jumps are performed in a 
diminishing pattern of four forwards, three backwards, three forwards; two 
backwards, one forwards; one backwards. The jumps finish in b.d.7 accompanied by 
a triumphant stretch upwards of the right arm. There is signification here that the 
dancer has mastered her space. She moves forwards and backwards without any of 
the caution shown at the beginning of the solo. Her final gesture is an icon of joy and 
celebration.
2 (c) - narrative
It has been shown that Frontier presents an American pioneer woman at the 
turn of the century who contemplates and then revels in the guardianship of her 
territory. The narrative of the solo concerns a moment in time of this young woman's 
life and explores her thoughts, feelings and the thrill of her independence and 
freedom. She is a metaphor for the spirit of America and its settlers. (Thomas, 1995; 
Franko, 1995).
B.d.l shows the pioneer woman standing motionless against the fence 
confi-onting the audience. She is an alert and watchful presence, a sentinel overseeing 
her property. The body designs that develop are held in time and space signifying the 
woman's sense of awe and wonder at her guardianship.
B.d.l is followed by the rising and lowering motif which is seen, at times 
with the head turning fi'om side to side. The calm regularity of this motif conveys an 
image of patience and tranquillity. It indicates that the dancer is self-possessed and in 
control of herself and of her environment.
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The body designs in Frontier have a strong visual clarity. With their stillness, 
punctuated only by the rising and lowering of the supporting leg and the turning 
head, they signify the slower measures and pace of life in a past era when there was 
an emphasis on the rhythms of nature rather than on the urgency of the city.
The form or structure of Frontier is an indice of the growing confidence of the 
pioneer woman since the solo gathers in pace and vitality. In section 1 the dancer 
appears to be newly arrived in her territory. She is in a contemplative frame of mind 
as she moves and stretches on and against the gate, familiarising herself with her new 
home and environment. She ventures into the land in front of the gate and explores it 
with the jumps forwards and backwards finishing in the midst of her new space with 
b.d.7.
The development of b.d. 7 throughout the dance is an index of the pioneer 
woman's growing confidence and determination. When first seen, the dancer's body 
is half turned away from the audience as though the woman is still uncertain and 
daunted by her territory. The second time the body design is shown, the dancer faces 
and confronts the audience square on as though she is taking command of her 
territory. Finally, b.d.7 is presented face on but with an added thrust upwards of the 
arm. According to the Western cultural code of ordinary gesture, this is a sign of 
celebration and achievement.
The floorwork phrases show the woman close to the earth as though she is 
forging her relationship with it as her means of sustenance and support. She tours the 
land in the long, distinctive horse jump phrase but for a moment returns to her 
contemplative state of mind as, looking outwards, she skims her land in the first 
phrase of bourrées. The arms are held close to the sides of the body as though she is 
summoning the steely resolve she needs in her new life.
The dance gathers pace in section 3 signifying that the woman has come to 
terms with her environment and its challenges. The third repeat of the leap phrases 
that travel forwards and backwards show an augmented use of the upper body and the
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legs are thrown up higher. Signification here suggests that the pioneer woman's 
strength and determination is fully developed.
The very short coda with which the solo concludes appears to convey the joy 
that the pioneer woman has found in her surroundings. At the beginning of the coda, 
b.d.6 shows the left leg lifted very high. It is now clear of the top spar of the fence 
and the same (left) arm is thrust upwards. The pioneer woman has made her bond 
with the land and she is in control of it. She continues to be unhurried as she rises 
and lowers through the supporting foot. The right arm traces the boundless space 
with the space-scanner motif leading the body into a repeat of b.d.4. The viewer 
registers the strong and resolute profile of the dancer with her foot high on the gate 
signifying her ownership. The single direct thrust of the left arm outwards with which 
the dance ends suggests that the pioneer woman can overcome fear or doubt and 
conquer the space she inhabits.
3. Personal performance style
One of the most intriguing questions for the dance scholar concerns the 
degree to which the dancer is the dance. Choreographers as far apart in time as 
Frederick Ashton and Siobhan Davies change choreography that they have made on a 
particular performer for the different qualities and abilities of each new dancer 
performing it. It is widely recognised, therefore, that choreographers are prepared to 
adjust movements made on the original cast when other dancers take over roles. 
Lyman comments that Graham would "change or modify movement on new bodies" 
adding that it was the "emotion not the shape" that interested her (Lyman in 
Mahoney, 1989).
Ethel Winter observes that in the later years of her career Graham spent more 
time with her dancers than she did when she was still performing herself. Winter also 
remarks that at times "she fiddles too much" and that whilst it is "right to change a 
phrase for a certain dancer" it takes time to "grow in a role" (Winter in Tracy, 
1996:116).
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Modifications for various performers can affect the vocabulary and syntax of 
a dance greatly and change the meaning conveyed to any great extent. Moreover, it 
has already been established here that there are shifts over time in the way a dance is 
read by the viewer. In addition, individual viewers will see a dance in relation to his 
or her personal way of looking at it. The dancing body changes over the years and the 
way that choreographers want to see their dances performed varies too.
Throughout her career, Graham's dances were often in a state of flux and the 
movement was rearranged or modified, particularly if the first performances were not 
successful (Lloyd, 1949:38-40). It is shown here in Chapter 6 that Graham varied the 
material she danced in Night Journey (1947) and it can be seen also that there are 
alternative versions for the solos in Clytemnestra (1958) (Graham, 1973:348 and 
357).
The first dancers to take roles over from Graham herself had to learn the 
vocabulary and syntax from videos without the benefit of advice and received 
coaching only from the accompanists who were familiar with Graham's working 
practices. They were also exposed to direct comparison with the powerful and 
definitive performances created and established by Graham. She, in turn, rarely 
watched other dancers in her roles and so could not help them develop their 
performances. On the other hand, dancers such as Pearl Lang, Ethel Winter, Helen 
McGehee and so forth worked with Graham when she was at the height of her 
powers and could absorb the skills and nuances of her performances by watching her 
on stage. Even so, it is each individual dancer's intrinsic personal qualities inherent 
in their delivery of the vocabulary that affect the meaning of a dance. According to 
Winter, when she took over the role of Jocasta in Night Journey, the critics 
considered her too "human." She points out, however, that the learning of Graham's 
roles takes place "when you're out onstage...where all the little holes show up" and, in 
addition, "you're usually reviewed on your first try" (Winter in Tracy, 1996:116).
Several dancers have performed Frontier since Graham reluctantly agreed to 
the reconstruction of the solo in 1964 and allowed Ethel Winter to dance it. De Mille
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remarks that those who saw Graham in Frontier witnessed the original aura of her 
performances and that something that "she alone was able to evoke, the sense of 
everlasting distance" (de Mille, 1992: 221).
Croce remarks of a live performance by Lyman in 1976:
As far as their contribution to dance history is 
concerned, there is an ever-present hazard of distortion in 
reviving these old triumphs of Graham's. The dancers of today 
are too lightweight and glib, and we get very little idea of how 
the technique worked itself into expression through its use of 
the body's weight as an obstacle (Croce, 1978:195).
Croce's observations accord, to some extent, with my findings through 
analysis of Graham's performance on film and a comparison of it with recordings of 
the solo danced by Winter (1964), Eilber (1976) and Lyman (1985). The last two are 
very similar in personal performance style. Eilber and Lyman, in contrast to Graham, 
are tall dancers with considerable training in ballet and these two factors can be seen 
in the way that they present the vocabulary and syntax of the solo. For example, the 
leg movements made by the two ballet trained dancers are controlled and linear 
whereas Graham seems to make leg gestures that are flung out from the body into the 
space around her.
As the first dancer to inherit Graham's role in Frontier, Winter had no help in 
recreating the solo from Graham herself. Winter describes a similar situation when 
she took over Salem Shore (1943) in 1948:
It was hard for Martha to relinquish her roles....She didn't 
spend any time teaching or coaching the women in her roles 
when we did do them. You had to do it yourself. You were 
going to either sink or swim (Winter in Tracy, 1996:115).
There are other incidences, however, where Graham imparted more information 
about her personal technical and psychological attitude to the vocabulary and syntax 
in her works. In Blood Memory, for example, there are several references to her 
instructions about the role of Jocasta in Night Journey (1947) (1991: 213/214). Helen
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McGehee, too, has remarked on the time and care that Graham gave in 1959 when 
she taught Errand into the Maze (1947):
She took charge of every rehearsal with Bertram Ross and 
myself. She was quietly beautiful, strong and compelling and 
she taught me all of it - all of the movements and all her secret 
images (McGehee, 1989:-- 'Women in Dance')
McGehee suggests that, in 1959, there was no particular pressure on Graham to 
relinquish her roles and that she herself had decided that McGehee should perform 
Errand into the Maze. In the mid 1960s when she took over Graham's role in Cave of 
the Heart (1946), McGehee relates that she had little physical assistance from 
Graham and that there was no film of the work. McGehee had to reconstruct the role 
of Medea from Graham's notes (with her permission) and with "very generous help" 
from Cohan, Ross, Yuriko and the rehearsal pianist, Eugene Lester (McGehee in 
Tracy, 1996:132). McGehee was surprised when Graham congratulated her on the 
dress rehearsal performance of Cave of the Heart which indicates, perhaps, that 
reconstruction of dances should not be based entirely on recordings or films but that 
resources such as choreographers' notes and dancers' memories are of assistance.
On the other hand, when learning Frontier, Winter was confined to watching 
the silent black and white film made of Graham dancing the solo in the 1930s^. The 
only other aid in reconstructing the dance were some notes about the movements. 
These were made on Horst's score by Helen Lanfer, Graham's accompanist. Winter, 
then, had to reconstruct not only the movements and the way that they were phrased 
but also nuances about style and characterisation. There was no personal contact with 
Graham and no inside information on what should be danced or on how to perform 
the solo. This resulted perhaps in a loss of certain details of technique and style 
pertaining to the work which will be discussed here later.
^The black and white film of Graham dancing Frontier was made without recorded 
sound during a rehearsal of the dance. Music was added to this film when it was 
shown at a gala performance celebrating Graham's work in 1987 (de Mille, 
1992:420).
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It has been noted that dancers taking over roles in Graham works either from 
Graham herself or from other dancers, have had little practical help from their 
predecessors. New performers have to learn the movement and absorb the 
characterisation from the videos and from watching performances on stage. The 
dances, then, exist only in terms of the dancers performing them either on stage or on 
video and there is little official passing on or teaching and coaching of roles. During 
the last two decades, however, several of the lost 1930s dances have been recovered 
from the memories of past Graham dancers, from filmed records (many incomplete) 
and from photographs by Barbara Morgan. However, when embarking in 1989 on the 
recovery of Deep Song (1937) Graham remarked:
It is very difficult to do a solo with another person. I find it 
increasingly difficult. It's easier for two or three people or a dozen 
people, but one solo, to try to transfer to another person....it has to be 
a constant exchange (Graham quoted in Capucilli in Tracy, 
1996:307).
The revival of Deep Song was more of a reworking of the solo for the dancer 
Terese Capucilli. Elements of the vocabulary were recovered from the Morgan 
photographs although the syntax had to be reassembled. Capucilli recounts that the 
photographs had been numbered so there were "sequences" of "phrases" to work 
with. She remarked, however, that "the connecting tissue seemed always to elude us." 
According to Capucilli the revived Deep Song was "a new version" of the solo made 
by Graham for Capucilli (Capucilli in Gruen 1989:54). This shows Graham's capacity 
for change and her willingness in later years to adapt her dances for new performers.
The dances that have been recorded for rehearsal purposes or public viewing 
are used only as a guide for revivals. Martha Hill, for example, records her 
disappointment at the way Heretic (1929 and filmed in 1931) was reconstructed by 
Yuriko in the 1980s^, remarking that "you don't spread the dance out."
^Helpem claims that Heretic was reconstructed in 1988 (1991:11). However, the 
recording of Capucilli dancing the role of the Heretic that I saw in New York is dated 
1985 (see Bibliography and Hardy, 1986:21).
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We were always in a tight-knit semi-circle. I can still feel the pressure 
of the shoulder next to me now. Then we would rise, releve [sic] and 
burst out of that into the next movement. It was a tight, tight phalanx 
of people against the Heretic...you had so little space between the 
dancers...you have a spotlight coming down on the cadaver and 
everybody leaning over at this anatomy lesson (Hill in Tracy, 
1996:15).
According to Hill, Yuriko had created the additional spacing between the dancers in 
the reconstruction at Graham's request. She suggested that the dance should be 
adjusted for the large stage of the New York City Centre, where it was to be 
performed (ibid).
I saw Heretic during the Radical Graham season at Edinburgh in 1996 and, as 
a revelation of Graham's early taut, sparse vocabulary and syntax, the work was 
impressive. This was a chance to see one of Graham's radical works and witness for 
oneself the simplicity and power of the pre-1930s vocabulary and syntax. Such an 
opportunity made details of presentation seem unimportant. On the other hand, for 
Hill who knew the work well and had a certain reading of it, the greater or lesser 
amount of space between the dancers was a major signifier.
When I had the opportunity in New York to see the recordings of Graham and 
her Group in the work, I was struck by the restraint and economy with which Graham 
performed the spare but dramatic movement. I compared Graham's performance with 
a recording of Capucilli dancing the role of the Heretic (1985) and realised the extent 
to which she had dramatised the vocabulary and its assemblage. For example, where 
Graham makes a simple and defiant toss of the head, Capucilli involves the whole of 
the upper torso, thereby emphasising this movement more than Graham had done in 
the film. Where Graham extends the arms behind her in an understated gesture 
suggesting vulnerability Capucilli throws the arms up high in front of the body in a 
'V  shape as the chest, too, is lifted high. Capucilli's gesture indicates defiance and 
even militancy.
Heretic, then, is read differently according to several perspectives. There are 
those like Hill who have a muscle memory and other recollections of the way the
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movements were assembled and performed at a certain time. There are others with 
varying experiences of having watched the dance over time and there is the 
contemporary viewer coming to a work for the first time.
Graham's 1930s interpretation of the vocabulary and syntax suggests a wraith­
like figure whose vulnerability is offset by a steely determination to hold out against 
her oppressors as long as possible. In the late twentieth century recording, a 
belligerent Capucilli makes flamboyant gestures as a substitute for Graham's 
forcefulness o f concentrated weight. She rails against rather than resists the wall of 
women and where Graham is resolute and defiant, Capucilli is tyrannical and 
threatening.
The way that works are reinterpreted by dancers and by audiences changes 
and continues to alter over time. At the very least, the physiques of dancers as well as 
their training differs with each generation. In Chapter 2, there was a discussion of the 
earth-bound, stalwart Graham dancers of the 1930s who, sheathed in tubes of 
woollen fabric, performed movement as though it were liquid sculpture and 
emphasised the use of weight. It has been shown, too, in Chapter 2 that at the start of 
her career Graham concentrated on finding new forms that would revolutionise the 
traditions of nineteenth century ballet or the ornamental Orientalism of Denishawn. 
During the 1940s, the inclusion of men and the increasing interest in dancers with 
training in ballet not only extended the range of movement but also introduced a 
trend towards lighter dancers with technical virtuosity. The weighted angularity and 
dissonance was gradually replaced by greater emphasis on lyricism and a more 
pronounced sense of flow in the performance style of Graham's movement system. 
According to Saussure's emphasis on the synchronic or current use of language the 
issue becomes, then, the way the dance is performed in the here-and-now rather than 
how it was presented in past times. Dances, like languages, change over time in their 
usage and practice; this should be recognised both from the point of view of what is 
danced as well as in regard to how the dance is performed.
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The Graham dancer of the latter part of the twentieth century who may be 
trained in institutionalised Graham and academic ballet techniques has to find a way 
of performing the rigorous, pared-down choreography of dances like Heretic and 
Primitive Mysteries and come to terms with the idiosyncrasies of the vocabulary and 
syntax of solos such as Frontier. Croce complains of Lyman's stage performance in 
1976: "the soloist no longer cuts squares" (Croce, 1978:194/5). However, de Mille 
writes of Carol Langly in the dance during the 1980s:
Martha achieved mystery and dominion, Carol Langly, life. When Langly sat 
spread-legged on the earth, her whole body seemed to kiss the ground, to 
receive vitality fi'om and regenerate the earth. Without changing a gesture, she 
brought a new face to this fifty-year-old classic (de Mille, 1992:419/420).
It is hard to be sure that de Mille could know that the dancer did not change 
"a gesture" since Frontier is not notated and it has been demonstrated here that 
dancers taking over roles do not reproduce exactly gestures made by the original 
performer or any other previous (or alternative performer). It is doubtful that 
movements are maintained as faithful replicas of the original. Neither would it be a 
valuable aim to do so as the work would become sterile and fossilised.
The choreography made by Graham for herself in Frontier has become the 
vehicle for other dancers. It can be seen by comparing the various recordings over 
time that there have been several changes made in the events and phrases that are 
danced and how they are assembled. Each dancer in turn interprets the movement 
according to her personal, individual style thereby making a contribution towards the 
dance's possible meanings. If, according to Croce, Lyman's portrayal resonated more 
with the solo's connotations of the dance practitioner's rigorous existence rather than 
a pioneer woman's, then in de Mille's view, Langly's performance highlighted a 
relationship with the earth - both the pioneer's territory and the dancer's support and 
springboard. In the light of inevitable change, both interpretations may be valid, 
although Lyman's, perhaps, over-stresses the dancer connotations in the work.
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It has already been observed here that Lyman's and Eilber's performances of 
Frontier are similar but that both are considerably different from Winter's in 1964. 
For example, the 1964 black and white rehearsal recording of Winter shows a more 
pronounced use of turn-out in the sways from foot to foot at the beginning of the 
solo. These events signify, therefore, the dancer's preparation of warming up at the 
barre rather than the steady pacing through time of the watching, caring woman as 
presented by Lyman and Eilber.
There is also a considerable difference in the way that Winter performs the 
idiosyncratic phrases of jumps on a circular pathway. Here there is a fall on to the 
right leg as the left leg kicks to the back and the body dips forwards. The same leg 
events are repeated, run forwards to the right leg and kick of the left leg behind but 
this time the body arches back. Winter performs these phrases with a light, balletic 
spring and a sense of port de bras on the backbend. There is little indexical or iconic 
signification of the frontierswoman labouring enthusiastically on the land as there is 
with Graham's presentation of these phrases. The repeated phrases of split kicks to 
the left side are not as effective either in Winter's performance. Graham's flexibility 
makes these events seem brave and triumphant as the leg slices up into the air, 
cutting up space as a scythe cuts grass or com. Winter, despite her balletic grace, has 
less flexibility and attack than Graham and the solo is no longer about an energetic 
and determined woman forging new territory.
Winter's performance includes more movement of the upper body so that the 
transitions from phrase to phrase are smoother. This greater sense of flow belongs to 
the later Graham performance style which developed in the late 1940s and found its 
apotheosis in Diversion of Angels (1948). In Frontier, the exaggerated flow factor 
diminishes the spartan quality of the pioneer woman's solo and takes away the edge 
from elements such as the sculpted clarity of the body designs.
Surprisingly, Lyman and Eilber who come from a generation of dancers often 
criticised for making Graham's work seem lighter (interview with Susan McGuire, 
1997), appear to be closer to Graham's weighted quality in Frontier than was Winter.
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John Mueller compared Winter's 1964 performance with Eilber's of 1976 and found 
Winter's to be the more convincing of the two (Mueller, 1977:107). It is suggested in 
this study that individual performances should not be compared in terms of validity 
but, rather, in the ways that they differ from each other. If Mueller had the 
opportunity of seeing the 1930s recording of Graham performing Frontier, he would 
have been more aware of the various possible interpretations of the pioneer woman. 
Mueller suggests that Winter is better at conveying the sense of "awe and wonder at 
the challenge of space," but Eilber's presentation of the phrases of weighted runs in 
section 2, for example, are nearer in style to Graham's and this may be due to the way 
in which Eilber throws the back leg up behind her. She achieves an abandon to these 
phrases which shows a particular aspect of the pioneer woman's character. Winter's 
interpretation suggests a gentle and even cautious side to the woman's nature and her 
more limited use of spatial tension, spatial projection and dynamic intensity 
underplays qualities of strength and endurance.
Mueller is concerned that Eilber does not show the sobriety that Winter 
achieves. He criticises Eilber's performance for being "cloaked almost embarrassedly 
in a veneer of decorative frolic - the woman she portrays is more coquettish, more 
impish, more playful, less serious" (Mueller, ibid). Had Mueller seen the film of 
Graham as the pioneer woman and taken into account solos such as Satiric Festival 
Song (1932) or the later Every Soul is A Circus (1939) he might have been more 
positive about Eilber's "coquettish" interpretation and her ability to suggest the range 
of characterisation that Graham portrayed in these early dances. It is the change from 
the awe-struck woman to an impish girl and from a rooted, solid quality to 
playfulness that the soloist in Frontier should show.
Eilber and Lyman have high and free leg extensions and whilst this quality 
brings an inappropriate trained look to some of the movement, the grandeur of their 
movements in events such as the split kick to the left is close to Graham's style. 
They succeed in conveying the effect of the body's attack into surrounding space as 
shown by Graham. Lyman has commented (1989) that Graham considered herself to
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be the same height as both she and Eilber. Lyman and Eilber are 5'.8" and 5'. 10" 
respectively whilst Graham was approximately 5'.2", yet she had the capacity to seem 
much taller in performance because she could fill and dominate the space around her.
There is evidence to show that one or two of the phrases in Frontier were 
changed and adapted over time. For example, there are two versions of the horse 
jumps. These idiosyncratic leaps made from front foot to back foot travel on a 
sideways pathway. They are very difficult to present convincingly and Winter is 
shown taking two travelling forwards, followed by two backwards, a repeat of these 
phrases and then four travelling forwards again. In a rehearsal film of Janet Eilber 
dancing Frontier in 1975 (Jerome Robbins Archive), these jumps appear in a similar 
pattern, yet a year later in the 1976 recording used here for analysis, she has 
reinstated the twelve consecutive jumps shown in the 1930s film of Graham. Lyman 
(1985) also performs the twelve jumps that augment in energy but, in order to find 
the stage space to do them, it seems as though she moves the preceding kick phrase 
more downstage left than does Eilber.
Variations such as these may have occurred as the dancers coming to the role 
for the first time struggled to make sense of these idiosyncratic jumps. With the 
hands held behind the back, the jump looks like a natural explosion of high spirits as 
Graham hitches round her left leg whilst jumping on the right. The leg gesture grows 
larger as she travels to the side with twelve consecutive jumps. None of the dancers 
mentioned here manages this movement in the same way that Graham does. The 
series of jumps travelling forwards on a sideways pathway reinstated by Eilber in 
1976 gather in momentum and energy and is therefore, a more effective signifier than 
the series that moves forwards and backwards (Winter, 1964 and Eilber, 1975). They 
have less visual impact since they retreat as much as they advance and the dancer 
does not forge forwards into her space. Eilber's version of these jumps in comparison 
to Graham's is considered here later (see page 158).
When the dance was performed for the first time in London at Covent Garden 
in 1976, Peter Williams remarked:
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Historically it was interesting to see Frontier....and Janet Eilber used her long 
limbs most graphically in prospecting the plains, but it amounts to an early 
sketch for two roles in Appalachian Spring where she is more properly and 
rightly enframed (Williams, 1976: 23/24).
Clearly Williams admires Eilber, who, it has been noted, is also the dancer 
performing Frontier on the principal video recording analysed here. He has, though, 
reservations about the dance itself which he views in the light of his experiences with 
Graham's later company work Appalachian Spring (1944). Such a perspective 
resonates with Croce's negative view of 1970s performances of Frontier suggesting 
that the dance had lost some of its power for audiences at that time. Croce's view in 
the 1970s reflects the way that the audience's perspective changes over time and may 
have been engendered, too, by the larger, more developed picture of American 
pioneer life as shown in Appalachian Spring.
The costume worn in some 1970s productions of Frontier may not have 
contributed to the success of the solo's signification. A photograph of Lyman shows 
her in a costume that is very different from Graham's original dress (see Figs. 9 and 
10. pages 155-156). Lyman wears a dress with a light-coloured bodice and a 
puffed-sleeve effect starting at the upper arm and finishing just below the elbow. 
There is a collar trim and a darker skirt with a light-coloured band of material near 
the hem that matches or tones with the bodice. This costume does not possess the 
resonance of the original dress as it looks lightweight and flimsy. Since Graham's 
langue includes the integration of movement with costume or fabric, the differences 
in the costume must have detracted from the movement vocabulary's overall effect.
In the 1976 video, on the other hand, Eilber wears a costume that is similar to 
Graham's original dress. It is in an oyster or off-white colour and has the weight and 
substance that is lacking in the costume worn by Lyman in the photograph.
As already discussed, there are differences between Graham's performance 
and Eilber's version of certain movement components in Frontier. In the kick phrases
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F igu re  9; Martha Graham in the ‘split kick’ from Frontier (1935),
Morgan in Stodelle,1984
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F ig u re  10: Peggy Lyman in the ‘split kick’ from Frontier (1935), 
Swope in Williams, 1976:24
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of section 1, for example, Eilber sustains the kick slightly longer than does Graham 
and the upswept right arm is held more clearly with the palm facing upwards. The 
position of the left arm and hand in the Graham version, however, is striking. It is 
held, bent at the elbow with the left hand dropped down from the wrist and this 
position is maintained throughout the kicks and the weighted run phrases. It is as 
though her left arm were held in an invisible sling as the right arm chops percussively 
through space and time. This image stresses Graham's right-handedness (J. Butler in 
de Mille, 1992:100). The play of movement between Eilber's arms, though similar, 
seems more balanced with the gestures of the right arm being smoother. Her 
interpretation here indicates the well-trained dancer moving in time and space rather 
than a woman of the land guarding and celebrating her territory.
The weighted run phrases are heavier in the Graham version and there is less 
of the rebound quality than is seen in Eilber's performance. Graham stresses the 
natural thrust forwards of the upper body thus giving the first run more emphasis. 
Eilber, on the other hand, throws the raised back leg high to create emphasis and this 
looks trained and dancerly. In the second run, Graham throws the upper body and 
arm backwards whereas Eilber makes a more controlled arch backwards. Here again, 
Graham accentuates the quality of effort which produces signification of physical 
labour rather than the springy buoyancy of the trained dancer as demonstrated by 
Eilber.
The event that follows the weighted runs is a circling of the right arm with 
cupped hand and is markedly different in the two versions. Graham's focus remains 
to stage front with her whole body concentrated on the space in front of her as though 
she is scanning the horizon. The right arm makes its circling gesture with the left arm 
still held in its sling position. Eilber performs this event in a more dancerly style. 
The head turns to the right following the line of the upper body and the arm gesture is 
more of a port de bras. This event stresses the harmonious shape of the trained body 
whilst Graham signifies the natural body surrounded by space.
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There is a particular instance where Graham's execution of events, clearly 
identifiable on the video and followed by Winter, is altered in Eilber's version of the 
dance. The curious series of hops travelling backwards at the end of section 1, 
performed by Eilber with the right arm flapping to the side and the torso rocking 
from side to side, does not appear in the Graham or Winter version of the solo. Both 
Graham and Winter make the movement more of a small battement of the right leg 
and foot and although there is a slight stepping gesture of the left leg in order to 
release the right foot as it brushes to the side along the ground, there is no springing 
motion. The right arm is held straight and gestures to the side at just below shoulder 
level complementing the foot gesture. These two movements, right arm and left foot, 
occur simultaneously whilst the torso is held still, head and gaze focused to stage 
font. Graham does move on a pathway that travels backwards but the event is calmer 
and more articulated than Eilber's floppy puppet version.
There is another marked difference between Graham's and Eilber's versions of 
the twelve jump series (the horse jumps). When Eilber performs this series, there is a 
stronger sense of spring and the back leg is placed directly behind her. The head and 
upper body move considerably in relation to the leg movement and the jumps 
increase in volume towards the end of the series. Eilber follows Graham's twelve- 
jump phrase rather than Winter's phrases of jumps that move backwards as well as 
forwards but she adds upper body and head movements to compensate for her 
alteration to Graham's leg events. When Graham's left leg circles inwards from the 
hip, it seems to be thrown or hitched around rather than placed and controlled. It is 
also more of a motion sideways whereas Eilber throws her leg to the back. Graham 
emphasises the weighted fall on to the non-gesturing right leg whereas Eilber uses a 
springy elevation from one leg to the other. Graham's presentation of this phrase is 
closer to the signification of American folk or country dance rather than the 
bucking/rocking horse of Eilber's version .
I noted, too, when comparing Graham's and Eilber's performances that there 
were differences in timing. Eilber finished the solo approximately six seconds before
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Graham did and whilst I did not make the same comparison between Winter and
Graham, Mueller points out that Winter's version is "nearly fourteen percent slower
than the 1976 version" (Mueller, 1977:107). If Mueller is right, then Winter is thirty
seconds or so slower than Graham in timing. When viewing Winter's performance, I
noticed that, in comparison to Graham, she gave more time to b.d. 3 (backbend
against gate). Whilst Eilber follows Winter in lingering in b.d.3, her kick events,
following Graham, are sharper than Winter's and she moves, therefore, at a faster
tempo. This suggests that Eilber's performance in comparison to Winter's shows
more range in timing.
The impression gained from comparing Graham's and Eilber's personal
performances is that Graham is more involved with the content of the dance and
generates the movement and its characterisation from the centre of the body. She
accentuates the signification of space and the relationship with gravity and the earth.
Eilber strives more for the external shape and form of the movement
vocabulary and is light and springy. Graham's less mobile head and torso lend the
dance a rooted yet outwards signification whereas Eilber seems involved with the
shapes made by her body and the quality of how it moves in time and space. She is
perhaps more conscious of the technique whereas Graham privileges the weight and
characterisation of the movement.
It is clear from her personal presentation of events in Frontier that Graham,
the modem dance pioneer, evoked the spirit of the nineteenth century settlers who
forged the fabric of American society and colonised the land. Armitage, for example
remarked of the dance that it:
took you back into the whole nostalgia of the early America, the 
prairies, the women who were old when they were forty - bearing the 
children and doing the laundry and all their cooking and nothing and
no money and yet the triumph of the frontier was in there, too
(Armitage in McDonagh, 1974:106).
Experience of such an era is no longer possible for either performer or 
audience so it is inevitable that the aura of the original characterisation of the
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movement, as well as the response to it, mutates over time. Individual dancers have 
brought their different skills and qualities to the role and it is one of the strengths of 
the solo that it has continued to be an ever-changing performance vehicle.
In her introduction to Frontier, the ageing Graham remarks about her 
approach to the dance: "I take this puppet which is myself and I fling him against the 
sky; and I felt that girl, and I felt it when I danced that dance, took the puppet which 
was myself and I flung it against the sky" (Graham, WNET 1976). If at times Eilber 
does resemble a dislocated puppet, especially in the hops travelling backwards, this 
could be in response to Graham's images given in later life about a solo made in the 
early stages of her career.
The discussion of Graham’s movement system made in this chapter through 
an analysis of Frontier (1935) reveals a change in her approach at this time. She 
began to develop an interest in character and to increase her movement system 
accordingly. It has also been shown that Graham's use of costume, set and music in 
Frontier accrued more iconic signification and that the spatial indices in the solo 
contributed to its evocation of American frontier ideology. Chapter 3 has also 
considered various dancers' interpretations of Graham's roles and the changes that 
have taken place over time in the personal performance style of dancers who have 
succeeded Graham.
Chapter 4 of the study pursues the issue of meaning in Graham's dances and 
returns to the discussion made of Diversion of Angels (1948) in Chapter 1. As a 
plotless dance, this work demonstrates several possible readings. It also demonstrates 
however, the play of meaning from one dance on to the movement of another and 
shows that a plotless work might absorb meanings from those with a more narrative 
bias.
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CHAPTER 4
The Paradigm of the Plotless Dance 
and Diversion of Angels
The discussion in this chapter emphasises the changing nature of the ways in 
which a dance may be read. The dance artwork communicates to its audience on the 
basis of mutability because the framework in which it takes place changes over time, 
thus engendering new ways of seeing and of responding to the work. It has been 
shown in Chapter 2, for example, that Graham created elements of her vocabulary as 
signifiers for the emotional states and thoughts of specific characters in her dances. 
Signature motifs such as the cave turn and the knee vibrations were developed in 
connection with the roles of Medea or Jocasta. They also appear in plotless works 
and whilst the context of such a dance might neutralise the meaning of these events, 
there is an element of drama that remains inherent in them and the narrative nature of 
the movement, therefore, can be read by viewers with varying degrees of 
experience.
Throughout her career, Graham made works on the paradigm of the plotless 
dance from Celebration (1934) for the all-female Group to Maple Leaf Rag (1990) 
made at the end of her life for the company of male and female dancers. This study 
began with an analysis of the plotless Diversion of Angels (1948) because it is a 
mature work that presented Graham's range of vocabulary and syntax without the 
added signification produced through her more integrated theatre approach.
Other notable dances of this type are Adorations (1975) and Acts of Light 
(1981) both of which include sections that can be seen as "the site of a demonstration 
of Graham technique" (Franko, 1995:40). Diversion of Angels is not on this specific 
paradigm of technical display but it privileges or prioritises movement form rather 
than narrative content although it was made at a time when Graham was developing 
her vocabulary to express the actions and feelings of characters such as the vengeful 
Medea or the doomed Jocasta.
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Dramatic works like Cave of the Heart (1946) or Night Journey (1947) 
include movement motifs designed specifically to show the feelings and actions in a 
particular character's life. When these same movements occur in plotless dances they 
carry with them some resonance of the signification communicated in the context of 
the dramatic dances. This implies that there is more than one kind of characterisation 
inherent within them. Thus movement devices such as the wide 2nd fall that appear 
throughout Diversion of Angels invest the dance with dramatic and emotional 
signification.
There are other markedly narrative signifiers seen in the work. For example,
there is a moment when a group of male dancers traverses the stage with a repeated
phrase of step-hops with the body tilted towards the working leg. These step-hops are
linked by a second step which is rhythmically and dynamically stressed. This
rhythmic emphasis enhances the powerful effect of the tilt as the group of men lean
towards the direction in which they travel. The four male dancers signify a
harmonious and common sense of energy and power.
A similar image appears in Acrobats of God (1960) and in the context of this
dance, the phrase signifies both the comic and tragic elements in the work. The
power of the movement is an index of the dancers' strength and ability to travel
through space. The tilt of the torso may indicate the dancers' enthralment to the
demands of the choreographer/rehearsal director - the theme that dominates Acrobats
of God (see pages 231-232).
Phrases such as these resonate with Graham's ability to tell stories through her
dramatic vocabulary and syntax, or, to "tell us a world" through "pure dance"
(Litvinoff, 1978:103). The predisposition towards dramatic intent that permeates
Graham's movement vocabulary can be overpowering, however, as Croce suggests:
[Diversion of Angelsj has no plot but does have a gooey layer of 
desperately acted-out and dearly cherished emotion poured over the 
dances by the company...(it's good choreography; why can't it just be 
danced instead of hugged to death?) (Croce, 1978:55).
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The question arises, however, as to what extent the emotion could or should 
be eradicated from the movement in Diversion of Angels. Stodelle remarks that Pearl 
Lang, who was the first dancer to perform the role of the woman in red, referred to 
"the ecstasy of the contraction" (Stodelle, 1984:166) and movements such as these 
are synonymous with this role (see pages 30 and 177). If the physical power of the 
contraction is removed or lessened, the signification of the movement is changed. 
This occurs because the emotional sensation within the dancer's body is diminished 
and there is less visible feeling to which the audience can respond. Thus, there may 
be a weakening of the image presented through movement.
On the other hand, it could be argued that if performances of Diversion of 
Angels were to return to an earlier Graham movement system, the emotional element 
should be toned down.
Graham had not always produced emotionally-charged, dramatic dances. 
There is evidence to suggest that she began her career by making plotless, formalist 
dances and that it is only through time that they increased in their impression of 
emotiveness (Franko, 1995:51). The relationship between Graham movement and 
intended meaning is a complex one as she has explained:
Dance is another way of putting things. It isn't a literal or a literary 
thing but everything that a dancer does, even in the most lyrical thing, 
has a very definite and prescribed meaning. If it could be said in 
words, it would be; but outside of words, outside of painting, outside 
of sculpture, inside the body is an interior landscape which is revealed 
in movement. Each person reads into it what he brings to it (Graham 
in Dance and Dancers, 1963:26).
Graham proposes that intended, organised movement is significant in and of itself. 
The message received through watching the dance is both encoded and decoded by 
the viewer because Graham accords a certain autonomy to the viewer in interpreting 
or determining meaning. It would seem, however, that the "interior landscape" (ibid) 
is doubly coded. Stodelle remarks, for example:
There is bone, there is muscle; there is mind, there is feeling. The 
"interior landscape" with its invisible awareness furnished the
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incentive for Martha's dances, but the physical materials of creation
were no less important the body was the spokesman for the
psyche, or just the soul (Stodelle, 1984: 59).
On the one hand the "interior landscape" makes the practitioner aware of the 
physiology of the body and its anatomical structure or the nature of its materialism. 
On the other, it refers to an esoteric, mysterious and abstract concept which Graham 
calls "the ultimate s e lf  (Graham, 1977:136).
When Graham dance is made present in and through language, particularly by 
Graham herself, it is often the site of mystical, almost liturgical prose. For Graham 
the human being is far more than a complex organism and is better defined as a 
"miracle" (1991:5). Her references to dancers often have sacred connotations as 
represented by the description "athlete of God" (1991:3). Such a phrase points to 
what seems to have been a tension in Graham's work. This concerns the nature of the 
relationship between the concrete fact of movement with its associated skills that 
require training and practice and a less quantifiable abstract or spiritual element. This 
tension is apparent fi-om the start of her career as shown by her explanation: "the 
dance has two sides - one is the science of movement, the technique which is a cold 
exact science and has to be learned very carefully - and the other is the distortion of 
those principles, the use of that technique impelled by an emotion" (Graham in 
Armitage, 1966:104).
The duality between Graham's empiricist, materialist approach to the body 
and its movement and her appeal to a metaphysical, higher order was identified in 
1935:
There is a strong conflict in Martha Graham. The sources for her 
approach to the dance seem to spring fi-om two opposing poles. In one 
sense she is a realist. She often makes reference to the "new race" 
which, she says, must be direct, concise, unsentimental. On other 
occasions, she appears the perfect mystic (Evan in Franko, 1995:61).
A phrase such as "interior landscape," may have changed meaning for Graham at 
different times during her career. In the early 1930s, Graham movement
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foregrounded the anatomy and physiology of the body as a "dynamo of energy, 
exciting, courageous, powerful; a delicately balanced logic and proportion" (Graham, 
1977:135). Early in her career Graham was preoccupied with her experiments 
involving the fragmentation of parts of the body which included finding ways of 
emphasising the knee, hip or shoulder and new relationships between them (Graham, 
1991:123). She allowed the movement to give her back meaning rather than 
attempting to impose fixed signification on to it. Graham's movement ideology 
resonates with that of the New Dance pioneer, Mary Fulkerson, who maintains that 
she has three major concerns:
...one is anatomical, that is the study of the body itself, through 
sensation rather than intellect alone, a matter of body and mind unity, 
thinking of the whole body moving. The second is kinetic, I am really 
involved in what it means to wiggle, and twist, and fall and bend, use 
gravity, lean and catch weight; then I'm interested in choreography, 
what kinds of questions might be posed between performers and 
audiences. That is what my work is about (Fulkerson, 1978: 12).
As late as 1976 Graham privileged the physicality of the body when she 
remarked:
The body is capable of almost anything. It's capable of extreme 
wonders. You experiment, you find out, then it tells you what it 
means. The movement gives you back, very often, the meaning. You 
don't start "I will express anger, or I will express grief." You move in 
such a way that it gives you back anger or g rief (Graham talking to 
John Drummond, 1976 in Lockyer, 1991).
Graham, though, became increasingly interested in the grand narrative of emotion. 
She was not concerned with the day to day feelings and behaviour of ordinary people 
which preoccupy Fulkerson and choreographers of a later generation. Graham 
explored the all-embracing passions of desire, terror or joy.
During the 1940s, there was a growth of psychological exploration in 
Graham's dances. This led to an increase in signification through the use of costumes 
as iconic signifiers and stage sculpture and properties as indices. The movement 
vocabulary expanded to accommodate complex ideas and situations associated with
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relationships between characters and their states of mind, both anxious and 
optimistic. Dance became for Graham a unifying factor rather than an autonomous, 
physiological exploration. Emphasis shifted from the female body itself as signifier 
to representations of it that integrated all the other signifiers of a theatrical 
performance, costumes, music and, at times, spoken text.
Thus, the "interior landscape" may have shifted meaning from materialist 
notions concerning the inner workings of the body towards an investigation of the 
innermost emotions of a specific character, or what might be termed - a "rhetoric of 
the passions" (Franko, 1995:50).
The dramatic sensibility of Graham's approach was further increased during 
the 1960s when her physical competence and strength as a dancer had declined. As 
her dance skills faded, she became reliant as a performer on the emotivist element in 
the psycho-dramatic roles she had created. As Franko remarks "she accentuated the 
emotional quality of her own performance to deflect attention from a diminishing 
technical facility" and it was these "emotional throes" which younger dancers tended 
to copy (Franko, 1995:51). Thus Graham's enterprise became burdened with intended 
meaning. Cunningham explains that when he worked with Graham in the 1940s, he 
did not like being told and failed to believe anyway that "a particular movement 
meant something specific." He recounts that during rehearsals for Appalachian 
Spring (19441 he "had a passage that Martha said had to do with fear, or maybe with 
ecstasy - she wasn't sure which." According to Cunningham, he was asked by 
Graham to go away and work on this passage to see what he could do with it. 
Graham approved of the material he made and commented that it had "solved some 
of her other problems" (Cunningham in Tomkins, 1976:246-247).
Incidences such as this one demonstrate that meaning in Graham work is 
often encoded by the dancers, and, over time, this may have contributed to the 
concept of literal signification in Graham dance. Concentration on a more fixed 
relationship between movement and meaning in Graham work may have sprung 
from extrinsic forces rather than from Graham's intentions as Cunningham suggests:
166
"it's always seemed to me that Martha's followers make her ideas much more rigid 
and specific than they really are with her, and that Martha herself has a basic respect 
for the ambiguity in all dance movement" (ibid).
As the first interpreter of the Preacher in Appalachian Spring. Cunningham 
had a sense of autonomy in the process of creating the role. It was not uncommon, 
however, for Graham to leave her dancers to develop their own roles within the 
context of a particular work. Dudley describes how she worked on the creation of the 
Ancestress in Letter to the World ( 1940):
She [Graham] gave me a kind of bare bones structure of movement 
for my first entrance. How I justified the movement, what kind of 
character I conceived of myself, what was the line throughout the 
piece of that character, all was my own work and because at that time 
I was very much interested in the Stanislavski approach to character, I 
used a lot of his ideas or what I thought were his ideas. I did a lot of 
research on my own and went to the library at Bennington and found 
paintings, reproductions of painting of early American painters 
(interview with Jane Dudley, 1997).
Clearly Graham allowed her dancers to find meaning for themselves and it 
has been shown in Chapters 2 and 3 that earlier in her career she rarely taught or 
coached those dancers who took over her roles. Mary Hinkson remarked, for 
example: "I think too often we were left to our own devices in approaching a role." 
However, when Graham did take control in directing the performances of her 
dancers, as in the creation of Hinkson's role in Circe (1963) "[She] was very clear and 
specific..." (Hinkson in Tracy, 1996:197).
Graham did not expect each movement to act as a signifier for a fixed 
referent. She worked on the basis that component passages of dance should convey a 
particular kind of meaning within the context of the work as a whole. The Revivalist 
Preacher in Appalachian Spring (1944), for example, conveys passion and fervour 
which could be read as either "fear" or "ecstasy," even a blend of both. The intense 
feeling shown in the Preacher's movements conveys the character's religious
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commitment and zeal^. This signification, however, is supported by the context in 
which the movements take place. Thus, in Graham's approach, it is the play of 
signifiers within the text itself, independent of the choreographer's intentions or the 
audience's response, that creates the meaning generated by a dance artwork.
Dancers who recreate roles, particularly those danced by Graham herself, are 
more likely to seek fixed meaning in the movement because they may be anxious 
about the aura of a role. Takako Asakawa, for example, explained that she had to 
"find a meaning for each turn of the head, each travelling to another point on the 
stage, each body position - like sculpture - in space".
I work mostly all by myself. You learn a role from a film, a work 
film. I look and look and look again at it. And then I picture myself 
into it. The choreography - the framework of the role - is right there. I
dig into the movement I put my imagination into her [Graham]
imagination (Asakawa in Tobias, 1976:63).
Asakawa also remarks that she discussed her roles with Graham, but the fact remains 
that the encoding of the movement danced by Asakawa and dancers of her 
generation, which in turn is passed on to the next generation of dancers and students, 
often comes mainly from their own intentions rather than from Graham's. In 1963, 
Graham referred to the unstable nature of meaning in her work as well as the freedom 
of interpretation within it: "each person reads into it what he brings to it" (Graham, 
1963:26). Whilst this stresses the liberated role of the viewer, it also opens up the 
possibility that practitioners will read more [or less] into the movement than was 
intended originally by Graham thereby overloading works with drama and emotion, 
or conversely underplaying them^.
^Bertram Ross is renowned for his portrayal of The Preacher in the film of 
Appalachian Spring (1959).
^During the 1996 'Radical Graham' Season at Edinburgh, the role of the Penitent in 
FI Penitente danced by Peter Roel "accentuated the shape and form of the 
movements at the expense of the passion" (Bannerman, 1996:23).
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In the early part of her career, Graham's emphasis was on the form of 
movement rather than on its narrative content as indicated by Lloyd: "she [Graham] 
eschewed all literary entanglements, all drama save what was movement's own" 
(Lloyd, 1949:57). Amongst the dances in the repertory of the time were some that 
may have been forerunners of Diversion of Angels. These early dances did not 
remain long in Graham's repertory. Some of them have been revived during the last 
two decades such as Celebration ( 1934) which was reconstructed in 1987. Despite 
the fact that Lloyd views Graham's work of the period as "movement for movement's 
sake" (ibid), responding to the dance in the political context o f the times, Martin 
refers to Celebration as being one of the dances in the Graham repertory in which 
"there had been repeated evidences of a strong social awareness" (Martin, 1968:199). 
Helpem describes the work as a "dance about energy" and explains that it was 
originally called Energio.
Jumping was a central theme, and Marchowsky points out that it was 
Graham's first piece to require pointed feet. The accent was "up" on 
the beat, so the jumping had a sharp percussive attack propelling the 
body into the air (Helpem, 1991:12).
Martin's sociological reading of Celebration stems from the fact that in New 
York during the 1930s there was a politically active group of radical left wing 
supporters who viewed Graham and her contemporaries as sympathetic to their 
revolutionary causes (Thomas, 1995). Dances by choreographers like Graham, 
Humphrey and Dudley appeared to have a political content since they were 
revolutionary in their presentation of the female body. However, Graham and her 
dance contemporaries proposed a different order of sociological meaning - one that 
sprang from a rebellion against the prevalent dance culture rather than a desire to 
change society in general. The radical re-thinking of a woman dancing rejected the 
Denishawn tendency to promote an exotic and decorative image of the female. 
Graham wanted to reconstruct the representation of the female body and this 
involved finding a new approach to dance. The need to strip away the trappings and
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trimmings of spectacle and to question received ideas forced Graham to return to the 
origins of movement and towards a sense of primitivism. She went back to the roots 
of dance: the fundamental act of breathing, the body's anatomy, and the mental and 
physical effort involved in movement. It could be argued that a primitive element has 
remained a key characteristic of Graham's work and no matter what extra layers of 
sophistication have overlaid it in later years, an elemental driving force to move is 
still the cornerstone of Graham dance (see pages 104-105).
The burgeoning modem dance of the 1930s was reviewed and supported by 
left-wing publications such as The New Masses and much of Graham's work of the 
time was equated with issues relating to rebellion, social inequality or the struggle for 
individual fi'eedom (Franko, 1995; Thomas, 1995). In the middle of the 1930s, 
Chronicle (1936) and Deep Song 119371 reflected anti-fascist feelings connected with 
the Spanish Civil war and recalled the horror associated with the First World War. In 
addition to the social and economic problems of the American Depression, there was 
a sense of unrest in the build-up towards the Second World War. Graham responded 
to this by refusing Hitler's invitation for her company to appear at the Berlin Games 
of 1936. In the 1980s she expressed her dislike of another undemocratic regime 
when she remarked that even if the company were invited there, she would not go to 
South Afi-ica. Yet, she has often denied any strong political stance claiming that she 
is interested "in human rights, not politics" (Graham in Horosko, 1991:10). (See also 
Thomas, 1995:108). Despite Graham's later non-political approach, the repertory of 
the 1920s and 1930s is sprinkled with dances that have provocative or ideological 
titles such as Immigrant:Steerage. Strike (1928), Panorama (1935) and Horizons 
(1936). Dudley describes how a lighting effect designed by Graham for 'Strike' 
showed her face as "very stark and very militant and very angry" (Dudley in Franko, 
1995:58).
Both Panorama (1935) and Horizons (1936) appear to have introduced what 
was to become a major theme in Graham choreography - the sociological history of 
America. Horizons, for example, may have anticipated Appalachian Spring (1944)
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as it was subdivided into four sections amongst which were 'Migration (New Trails)'; 
and 'Building Motif (Homesteading)' (Lloyd, 1949:58). According to John Martin, 
Panorama concerned a subject that "was not only of a social character but definitely 
American, linking the two revolutionary movements in our past history with the 
similar forces actively at work today" (1968:200). Thus, many of Graham's earlier 
dances can be interpreted as celebrations of an emerging American nationalism or of 
a changing social order. In the context of the 1930s and the political situation of the 
time, it is possible that the pure or plotless Celebration may have demonstrated 
political connotations. "Graham used the images of upward thrusting skyscrapers and 
percussive rhythms of the modem city" and "the pulsating power of Celebration 
echoed the throbbing energy of America, a strong industrial nation" (Marchowsky in 
Helpem, 1991:32) The left wing critic, Edna Ocko, claims that Graham herself 
subtitled this dance "May Day," suggesting, therefore, that Graham did want to 
reflect the social climate of revolutionary zeal (Ocko in Prickett, 1994:86). It was 
observed earlier in this study, however, that Celebration was primarily created as a 
curtain-raiser and its excessive number of jumps may have been a response to 
Graham's increasing confidence with steps of elevation, a dimension not discovered 
by her until her work with Massine on The Rite of Spring in 1930.
When a revised version of the 1987 reconstruction of Celebration was given 
during the Radical Graham Season at Edinburgh 1996, its athleticism - 457 jumps in 
six minutes - was its most lauded feature. Whilst John Martin wrote in 1936 of the 
dance as being "filled with vitality and the consciousness of victory" (Martin, 
1968:200), Lloyd described it in 1949 as a "vital, exhilarating dance," (1949:57) a 
view shared nearly fifty years later by Paul Jackson who referred to Celebration as "a 
piece of pure kinetic energy" (Jackson, 1996:18).
A second plotless dance was given by Graham in 1935. This was Course 
described as featuring, "characters" divided into "Three in Green," "Two in Red," 
"Two in Blue." It presented "a superb choreographic design flowing in rich and
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brilliant color with genuinely thrilling instants" (Bumshaw, 1935:27). Lloyd 
describes this work as:
an embodiment of rhythmic energy - running, leaping, jumping - that 
left the spectator breathless. It was simply the coursing across the 
stage of vigorous young bodies at varied speed, accent, volume and 
tempi, that stirred the blood and animated the spectator with a new 
sense of vigor, a new feeling of strength and dominion within himself 
(Lloyd, 1949:57).
Martin was more reserved in his response. He found in it "the same tenor of 
vitality" as Celebration but "in a perhaps exaggeratedly technical vein, with the result 
that under its surface excitement, it is a less interesting composition" (Martin, 
1968:200). Bumshaw observed that Course "teases by hints of broader social 
meanings." He read the different groups of colour into which the dancers were 
divided as a political statement and remarked on "sociological implication in the 
separate pursuits of these color - groups racing in competition of a kind, to the 
impulsions of driving relentless music" (Bumshaw, 1935:27).
Bumshaw finds the legibility of this dance problematic particularly on the 
grounds of its colour coding. According to Ocko, the dancers in red were "definitely 
symbols of Communism" (Ocko in Prickett, 1994:86) and that it was Graham's 
intention to make a political statement with Course. Ocko remarks "in conversation, 
[Graham] grants specific social content to the interested interpreter of her dances" 
(ibid:86). Ocko shows concem that Graham would not fulfil her axiom of the time 
that her work should be a "social document" (Graham cited in Ocko, [1935] in 
Prickett, 1994:85) and that whilst she had developed "an admirable technic for the 
revolutionary dance" she was inclined to "siren songs of mysticism, abstraction, 
purism" (ibid: 86). It appears, therefore, that whilst Graham's dances of this era could 
be read according to codes associated with the political situation of the time, her 
tendency towards pure movement weakened the possible ideological signification of 
her work.
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If it were possible to make a semiotic investigation of the lost Course and a 
morphological examination of its movement, a range of possible signification might 
be revealed, as Bumshaw intuited and Ocko claims. The components of Course, 
movement, music, colour of costumes, may have been selected and combined on the 
basis of their literal association with running or racing and various associations with 
such elements as competition, moving very fast, or the accelerated pace of modem 
life. Second order signification arising from codes of colour in relation to movement 
could provide more complex signification.
The semiotic analysis of Diversion of Angels (1948) made in Chapter 1, for 
example, accounted for the dance as plotless or as the site of a celebration of the 
Graham movement vocabulary. On the other hand, it revealed that there are signifiers 
embedded in the movements which, in relation to context, invest the work with 
mythological resonance and a narrative element. A similar analysis of Course (1935) 
might demonstrate that second order meaning could be generated through 
sociological codes associated with colour.
There is evidence in Graham's Notebooks to suggest that she was interested in 
the symbolism of colour. In connection with Ardent Song [I Salute My Love] (1954), 
she contemplates the significance of the colour purple in various religious texts. For 
example, Graham noted, "purple, a combination of red & blue - presumably denoted 
a conjunction of the red of Love & the blue of Truth" (Graham, 1973:117). It can be 
seen that Graham considered the colour of her costumes carefully when planning her 
dances as, for example, in the case of Dark Meadow. (1946):
Who are the Women who have made the Journey - The Pilgrimage - 
There must be some way of making this more specific; of narrowing it 
down to the scale of understanding, of self-identification - 
Or is it meant to be broad & solitary - heroic or epic rather than 
individual or lyrical.
It seems that the dress should be a Chinese red, 
perhaps with black 
or
such dark green as to appear black - (Graham, 1973:190)
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Decoding the possible significance of the colours used in Course on the basis of their 
political connotations in 1930s America is beyond the scope of this investigation. 
However, it can be seen from remarks that Graham made at this time that she 
responded to sociological ideas that were in the air, "the modem dance is couched in 
the rhythm of our time; is urban and not pastoral" (Graham, 1934:32). On the other 
hand, The^  Xotehooks demonstrate that later in her career, Graham developed an 
interest in Romance literature and its preoccupation with ancient rites and myths 
concerning fertility and the gods of vegetation. In the notes connected with The Dark 
Meadow of the Soul there are references to Jessie L. Weston's seminal text on the 
Grail legends. From Ritual to Romance (1920) (Graham, 1973:179-206). The colour 
green in such a context would have mythic or magical connotations including those 
associated with Sir Gawain and the Green Knight^. Graham refers to this work in a 
note, "see ballad - "The Marriage of Gawain" (ibid: 198).
Horst describes Course (1935) in pragmatic terms as "a group dance based 
upon a running theme. It is the energy of youth stated in dance movement 
reminiscent of the motor activities of sport; running, leaping, jumping and the 
suspension of rest" (Horst in Morgan, 1980:160). Stodelle, on the other hand, 
describes the view from the window of the studio that Graham had during a "low, 
infertile winter" in the early 1930s. She explains how hansom cab drivers in Central 
Park could be seen throwing "bright red, green, and blue plaid blankets" over the 
waiting horses (Stodelle, 1984:66). Even an image such as this might have prompted 
Graham’s colour coding in Course and the way in which the dancers "followed a 
continuous circular path" reinforces this possibility as the " carousel effect" thus 
produced gave "the impression of a race course" (Helpem, 1991:13).
If Celebration brought the notion of jumping with stretched feet into 
Graham's work, then Course introduced "variations on the triplet Dancers entered
^This is an early Middle English Romance poem which reflects ancient pagan rituals 
involving rebirth and the Christian belief in the Resurrection (see Introduction, Stone, 
R ( 1QSQ) tn Sir Gawain and The Green Knight, 13-15).
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and exited doing rapid running triplets in many different spatial patterns" (ibid). A 
mainstay of the Graham class, the triplet is performed at various tempi and can 
incorporate turns and balances. The running triplet skims the floor at great speed and 
can serve as a preparation for leaps and jumps but, whereas the balletic triplet is airy 
and effortless, Graham's triplet is "nervous and sharp" (Cohen, 1958:9).
The "running, leaping, jumping, and the suspension of rest" as seen in Course 
(Horst in Morgan, 1980:160) are components which became synonymous with and 
codified within the vocabulary and syntax of Graham movement used in the dances 
and in technique classes.
Course and dances like it may have been precursors for the later plotless 
works although Diversion of Angels and those that came after included additional 
signification provided by the male dancers. From the time that Erick Hawkins joined 
the group in 1938, an extra layer of meaning was added to Graham's dances as she 
began to explore the drama in male/female relationships.
Graham's movement vocabulary designed for herself and the dancers in the 
pre-1938 female Group showed women as independent individuals or as moving 
within their personal kinespheres. Although there was a sense of solidarity or 
sisterhood, there was little sharing of space or mutual support. Graham herself and 
her dancers were empowered as self-sufficient bodies through the strength of their 
movement - movement made on a female body for female dancers. Men were 
invoked by their non-presence and the dances performed were not necessarily 
gendered. Female identity rather than sexuality was signified and at times even this 
was subservient to the dance. The dancer became the asexual signifier of the human 
figure in l amentation (1930) or de-feminised as in the women of Heretic (1929). In 
the absence of men, these pre-1938 dances celebrated female self-sufficiency and 
independence.
Despite the sense of female autonomy presented in the repertory of the 1930s, 
when Celebration was given during the Radical Graham Season at Edinburgh in 
1996, it included a section with male/female partnering. As a result of my research,
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this appears to be out of place in a dance from the 1930s. It seems unlikely that there 
would have been any support work at that time in the all-female Graham vocabulary 
and syntax. The situation changed considerably when men began to dance with the 
company and the inventive, athletic duets in Diversion of Angels demonstrate the 
extent to which Graham developed her ability to handle and create male/female 
partnerwork. The reworked Celebration of 1996 seemed to have more identity with 
Diversion of Angels (1948) than it had with the Celebration of 1934.
Although Graham's early syntax did not include much contact between her 
dancers, the women moved with a common purpose. The effect of a group dancing 
in unison is powerful and an important signifying element in Graham's dances. The 
vocabulary is often selected with its mass quality in mind as will be discussed in the 
analysis of the chorus of female dancers in Night Journey made in Chapter 5.
The early plotless dances like Celebration and Course may have been 
prototypes for Diversion of Angels although this work is the product of a different 
period of Graham's career. The ascetic austerity of her uncompromising early 
exploration gradually gave way to a softer more lenient attitude towards movement 
and its presentation. Whilst Celebration had a score by Louis Horst who avoided any 
possibility of sentimentality by eradicating strings from his compositions and Course 
was performed to Antheil's "driving, relentless music" (Bumshaw, 1935:27), 
Diversion of Angels is danced to a lyrical, harmonious and lilting score by Norman 
Dello Joio.
There are also small details of decoration in the female soloists' costumes 
such as a flower or ribbon worn in the hair and the movement is encoded according 
to connotations suggested by the dance's fanciful title. It was proposed in Chapter 1 
that this gave rise to narratives associated with mythologies and their resonance over 
time. Signifiers in the movement such as the halo motif seen at the beginning and at 
the end of the dance, communicate a message based on Western religious culture and 
the colours of the costumes in Diversion of Angels allow it to be read as a dance that
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encodes long-held attitudes towards types of women deriving from ancient Western 
and Christian mythology.
The woman in red, a possible signifier for Aphrodite or Eve or Mary 
Magdalene, presents precipitous tilts and denotes danger. The colour of her dress, 
according to Western colour codes and second-order meaning, connotes passionate 
love. Such possible signification is supported by the convulsive contractions of the 
pelvic area which are made when the dancer is at the zenith of the tilt. This strong 
movement disturbs the oblique line of the dancer's body. Her precarious balance 
draws the viewer's focus to the sexuality of her movement. Her quicksilver 
vocabulary with its spectacular runs that slash through space, the series of falls and 
the off-centre, side-tilt balances, supports her signification of danger. She has brief 
moments of stillness, however. For example, she stands with one leg inverted from 
the hip and the arms are raised upwards at shoulder level as she pauses before 
breaking into phrases such as a series of fast bourrées. These are initiated by the 
thrust of one hip and then the other, carrying the dancer to one side and then quickly 
to the other. The emphasis on the hip and the sudden switches in direction signify the 
capricious nature of a temptress or flirt.
On the other hand, the woman in white as a signifier for Athene or the 
Madonna, presents calm, assured, controlled balances and she uses a more shallow 
contraction which appears to signify beneficent love rather than sexual desire. She 
represents one of Graham's mystical maxims: "where the dancer stands is holy 
ground" (Graham in Kent and Tucker, 1996:73).
Both the women in red and white are featured roles in the Graham repertory. 
The latter is associated with the taller, more statuesque dancers in the Company since 
the movement features various linear motifs and sculpted poses as shown during the 
analysis in Chapter 1. The dancer who undertakes this role needs to be able to 
command the stage area since she is alone on stage during the solo and she has to 
dominate the male dancers when they circle around her at other times in the work. 
Near the beginning of the dance she has a passage where she spins around on the spot
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on half toe with small bourrée movements, arms outspread in a low second and 
palms facing upwards. The head and upper body incline towards the male dancers 
who surround her. They respond to her aura by turning upside-down in cartwheels 
and balancing in off-centre tilts.
The woman in white's series of turns is followed by triumphant bell jumps 
(see page 211). With the arms swinging upwards in opposition and the high 
battement action of the legs, she seems to be proclaiming her invincibility and 
superiority. The woman in red also demonstrates obeisance to her when she performs 
two slow falls in wide 2nd around the now stationary figure in white.
Towards the end of Diversion of Angels, the woman in white is again in the 
centre of a group of men. She stands poised in the central motif used in her solo (see 
Fig.l, page 53). Once more, the male dancers encircle her with a turning movement. 
At this juncture, she appears to signify the sun or a luminous presence around which 
her male acolytes orbit.
The role of the woman in yellow is, perhaps, less dominant than those of the 
women in red and white and she is most often seen either in leaps or being caught in 
the air by her male partner. Of the three, this role has the most athletic movement and 
includes some spectacular lifts. However, they are not performed with any sense of 
bravura exhibition as they might be in a standard classical ballet. In Diversion of 
Angels , they appear to be a natural explosion of spontaneous youthful energy. John 
Percival observes that he finds it difficult to define in this work "exactly what 
provides its specifically American quality" (Percival, 1976:17). One of the qualities 
might be this unselfconscious devouring of space and air as demonstrated by the 
woman in yellow as she hurls herself effortlessly and informally across the stage and 
lands surely and nimbly across or on her partner's shoulder. The movement 
vocabulary performed by her seems chosen to look easy and natural as though she is 
untutored in formal technique. She signifies the restless, impetuous and transient 
quality of youth, spring, renewal. The jumps look unforced with legs kicking up 
behind and arms thrown unrestrained in circular pathways or the knees are drawn in
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towards the chest as the dancer leaps through the hoop of her curved arms like a child 
at play. The role of the woman in yellow demands strength, control, stamina and 
daring yet her appearances are cursory and fleeting.
The movement vocabulary in Diversion of Angels allows an overall 
impression of unfettered freedom. All the dancers appear to have autonomous agency 
as they move within unrestricted personal kinespheres and yet they are each an 
integral part of the work. The non-featured dancers show a strong sense of patterning 
and form in the dance although they are not used as mere stage decoration. For 
example, three male dancers make a diagonal line stage left as a counterbalance to 
the duet between the woman in red and her partner. Suddenly, and surprisingly when 
the four female chorus dancers burst through them in a fast run, the line of male 
dancers erupts into life and becomes part of the total stage action. The red couple 
freeze in a floor-based, off-centre body design, leaving the others to supplant them as 
movers. The chorus dancers make low back-bends, run, turn and leap in the space 
around the stationary couple.
There is a hierarchy of roles in Diversion of Angels with the women in red, 
white and yellow as leaders. These three women have male partners who are less 
characterised and the other five dancers (one male and four female) comprise the 
chorus. There is, nevertheless, a sense of democracy in the dance. The balance 
between stillness and action is shared between the featured and the non-featured 
dancers and the movement vocabulaiy is often common to all with the chorus 
echoing motifs from the red, white and yellow roles. Most striking, however, is the 
impression that everyone in the work dances to the full and is stretched to the highest 
levels of technical competence and performing vitality. The men fall, leap, turn and 
sustain precarious balances. The women perform split arabesque extensions and 
when they leave the stage just after their first entrance near the beginning of the 
work, they execute a difficult fast run. Here the whole torso is thrown back from the 
hips and the gesturing leg crosses the support so that there is an added twist to the
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whole movement. The arms are raised high and thrown backwards against the motion 
of the body as it travels forwards.
Diversion of Angels is technically demanding and celebrates the range of 
Graham's movement vocabulary. Its effervescence and ebullience spring from 
Graham's earlier plotless dances, works like Celebration (1934) and Course (1935). 
These dances reflected the dynamism and energy of a new approach to dance 
evolving in tandem with a developing American society and culture.
The analysis carried out in Chapter 4 has shown that the meaning which 
resides in Graham's work is determined by the way in which each individual viewer 
works with the text. The text itself is a tissue of interwoven signifiers drawn from the 
context in which the dance was made and from the storehouse of Graham's langue. 
The codes that constituted each dance when it was created may not continue to be 
accessible to audiences over time and viewers approach the work through new codes 
and according to different contexts. Such a notion also implies that plotless dances 
accrue greater narrative signification because their component units resonate with the 
meaning that derives from the plot-driven dances in which they have already 
appeared.
Chapter 5 of the study considers one of Graham's most plot-governed dances, 
Night .loumey (1947). The methodological model set out in Chapter 1 arose from an 
examination of the plotless Diversion of Angels (1948). Here a semiotic reading of 
the work as a whole led the eye to focus towards a morphological analysis of the solo 
for the woman in white. Chapter 3 of the study looked at the comparatively short solo 
Frontier (1935). Since this dance has a more narrative bias, the application of the 
methodology was adapted slightly, and, semiotic readings of the whole dance took 
place after the methodological investigation had been made. The first area of analysis 
for Frontier, therefore, was an examination of the structure and the major body 
designs working within it. Having accounted for the various components that 
constitute Frontier: units of movement, their assemblage into chains of dance and the
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integration of sculpture and costume, various readings of the solo were made. These 
took place according to the codes of character, space/location, narrative.
A similar process is followed in Chapter 5 for the analysis of Night Journey. 
This work, however, is examined in relation to a structure which arose from 
Graham's interest in Greek tragic form. This notion leads to a discussion of theories 
proposed by Aristotle and set out in On the Art of Poetry (1965). A semiotic reading 
of the units of movement and other components used in the Night Journey will take 
place, therefore, in the context of the work's plot-governed structure and the codes 
generated by it.
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CHAPTER 5
The Paradigm of the Dramatic, Narrative Dance 
Night Journey (1947)
The major analyses carried out so far in the study have addressed Graham 
works with varying degrees of narrative characterisation. Chapters 1 and 4 addressed 
the narrative element inherent in Diversion of Angels (1948). Chapter 3 considered 
Graham's development of character and location which contributed to the reading of 
a story in Frontier (1935).
Night Journey  ^ (1947) is the third dance to be analysed here and it comes 
from the paradigm of Graham's fully integrated dramatic dance works. Since it 
is a dance with a complicated plot, the form of analysis undertaken in this chapter 
will include references to Aristotle's writings on the plot in fifth century Athenian 
tragic plays.
This analysis of Graham's dance Night Journey is based on the black and 
white film of the work produced by Nathan Kroll in 1960 (released 1961) with 
Graham herself dancing the role of Jocasta. The film is not a straightforward 
recording of the dance made during a performance and framed by a proscenium arch. 
It is a work of art in itself and although camera angles are not set from the viewpoint 
of a theatre audience, little of the dance action is lost to the viewer. However, 
audience perspectives are changed and the whole stage picture is not always seen. For 
example, there are close-up shots that foreground Jocasta with other characters in the 
background, and, at other times the camera moves around Jocasta so that angles are 
changed in a way that would not be possible from a normal theatrical viewpoint.
Other versions available on video in New York (Shanley, 1979 and National 
Endowment for the Arts, 1985) are straightforward recordings of performances and
N^ight Joumev is a company work. Music: William Schuman, set: Isamu Noguchi, 
costumes: Martha Graham. It was first performed at the Harvard Symposium on 
Music Criticism in Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA on May 3, 1947.
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whilst they were not of sufficient quality for a close analysis of the movement, they 
do give some idea of how the dance looks from a general audience perspective.
Although the major analysis of Night Journey will be taken from the 1961 
film version, consideration will be made of the later colour recordings of the work. 
These recordings were helpful in relation to audience perspective and to alternative 
movement components that could be seen in them. The latter will be referred to in 
Chapter 6.
Night Journey was selected for analysis here because it is a dramatic dance 
that features a leading female role and material for other members of the company. It 
demonstrates, too, Graham's attitudes to the treatment of time and space which 
appeared first in such dances as Letter to the World ( 1940). Here she reflects a major 
tenet of modernism when she dips in and out of time rather than presenting linear 
events in a chronological sequence. In Night Journey the device of the flashback into 
the past allows Graham to play with time in order to emphasise Jocasta's predicament 
and yet still manage to unfold the tragic events of the Oedipus myth on which the 
dance is based. Genevieve Oswald compares Graham's works to "great silent movies 
in which editing techniques of flashback and metaphorical, allegorical and poetic 
montage are used" (Oswald, 1983:43).^ On the other hand, Nancy Wilson Ross has 
commented that Graham's "sense of time" can be accounted for in relation to her 
preoccupation with Far Eastern culture and that she approaches time from the 
Oriental, cyclic approach. This allows her to commingle "past, present, future caught 
together in the illusory net of the Now" (Wilson Ross in Graham, 1973^:xii)
2john Gruen reviewing other Graham works recorded for television remarks that 
"Graham and television are, without question, made for each other" (Gruen, 1985: 
86).
^A photograph of Martha Graham as Jocasta and Bertram Ross as Oedipus by Martha 
Swope appears under 'Additional Studies for Phaedra' on page 331 of Ihfe 
Notebooks. It is wrongly titled "Phaedra: photograph by Martha Swope" (see 
Leatherman, 1962:82).
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Night Journey is the third in a trio of dances belonging to the cycle of Greek 
mythology-inspired dances made by Graham between 1946 and 1947. Both the 
choreography and the music were commissioned by the Elizabeth Sprague Cooiidge 
Foundation^ and the work's first performance took place at a Harvard University 
Symposium in 1947. Although Night Journey underwent several changes between 
1947 and 1954 (Leatherman, 1962:128) by the time it received its New York 
premiere in 1948, Walter Terry commented that "it is now a solid work, no longer 
weak in transitional passages, and it builds in dynamic power and in dramatic logic to 
its inevitable denouement in the destruction of its main character" (Terry, 1948:n.p).
Leatherman, Graham's company manager from 1950-1961, refers to all 
Graham's dances as "plays" that are "played" (Leatherman, 1962:122). This 
observation suggests the dramatic nature of Graham's work generally but emphasises 
the theatricality of her narrative dances. As a one-act work based on classical Greek 
mythology. Night Journey is interchangeable with works that are on a similar 
paradigm in Graham's langue. These range in time from Cave of the Heart (1946) to 
Cortege of Eagles (1967). It might also be considered as the prototype for Graham's 
full evening work Clytemnestra (1958).
From the possible selection of elements within Graham langue that can be 
assembled. Night loumev combines male and female dancers presenting a range of 
movement vocabulary with music, costume, stage sculpture, lighting and props. 
Thus, by the time she made Night Journey, Graham's integrated dance theatre had 
been consolidated. Although in the next three decades she created several notable 
dances incorporating a full range of theatrical elements, it is suggested that these 
works did not develop beyond the fully integrated approach demonstrated in Night 
Journey. Ethel Winter who was the first dancer to take over the role of Jocasta from
"^This Foundation commissioned several other dances and artworks such as 
A pp alach ian  Spring 11944) and Stravinsky's score for Balanchine's Apollon 
Musagete(1928).
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Graham commented that "Night Journey is one of her [Graham's] best pieces...the 
theatricality is enough, and yet it's not overpowering" (Winter in Nuchtem, 1976:68).
The codes that support the movement's signification in Night Journey are 
suggested by the work's narrative theme - Graham's version of the Oedipus myth. 
Graham has never claimed that Night Journey is a literal reading of the Sophocles 
play Oedipus Rex and her focus on the plight of Jocasta, rather than on Oedipus 
himself, presents the myth from a new perspective. There is, in fact, little 
signification in the title of the dance to link it with the Oedipus myth at all. "Night" 
denotes darkness and finality and the signifier "Journey" denotes travel between two 
environments. The syntagm "Night Journey" connotes a rite of passage from one 
emotional state or condition to another, and, alternatively, a clandestine adventure or 
a secret mission. The dance's title, then, removes it from a direct link with the Greek 
myth. Unlike dances such as Diversion of Angels or Frontier where there is iconic 
signification in the titles, the syntagm "Nightjoumey" is an index of psychological or 
emotional states rather than an icon for a particular theme or story.
The 1961 film, however, provides an outline of the Oedipus myth which 
introduces the viewer to the codes associated with the story and the characters that 
the dance uses:
Night Journey takes place at the moment of Jocasta's death. The blind 
seer....the chorus and its leader, who suffer with her, and Oedipus 
appear...as she relives her destiny (Kroll, 1961).
The dance's legibility depends, therefore, on some familiarity with the Oedipus myth 
and the Sophoclean play Oedipus Rex. Siegel maintains that anyone with a 
"sensitive eye for movement" could make sense of the dance (Siegel, 1979:203) but it 
is maintained here that there is likely to be a considerable change in audience 
response over time. Viewers in the late 1990s read a dance differently from those 
seeing it in the 1940s. It is suggested that recuperation of meaning from a Western 
theatrical artwork such as Night Journey, is based mainly on cognitive, cultural 
experience rather than on sensitive, intuitive response. Some of the dance s
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components are idiosyncratic, such as Tiresias' entrance in Episode II where he 
looks as though he is hopping with a pogo stick or as though he is "pole-jumping" 
(anon, 1954). In the context of the dance and according to its codes, Tiresias' jumps 
may be interpreted in several ways. These readings will be examined under 3. (c) 
Tiresias.
As discussed previously, Graham does not treat time as a linear progression 
of events. Late twentieth century audiences have become accustomed to the 
cinematic and televisual processes of going back in time and recapturing events that 
have taken place in the past. Audiences in more modem times can, perhaps, make 
sense of Graham's structure but her device of the flashback might have been more 
confusing for earlier audiences who had not already been introduced to this custom. 
Moreover, Siegel's analysis is based on viewing the film which is a different 
experience from watching the dance in its theatrical framework.
In the 1940s Graham was still regarded as a "controversial" choreographer
(Terry, 1948) and critical response to Night Journey was mixed (Lloyd 1949; Terry
1947 in 1978; Krevitsky, 1947). Graham's introduction of new codes came as a shock
even to the more informed members of the public. When the dance appeared in
London in 1954, Graham and her contemporaries were virtually unknown here and
only a handful of specialist critics responded positively to Night Journey. An
anonymous critic from The Times, for example, suggested that Sophocles' Oed ipus
Rex is "beyond the language of the dance." This same critic commented on Graham's
"private language" which he found inadequate for the communication of "battles with
fear" and "the occupations of eternity" (anon, 1954). Even the American critic,
Margaret Lloyd, had found Graham's vocabulary unsatisfactory when Night Journey
was first performed in 1947 and she was not convinced by Graham's movement
invention for the harrowing role of Jocasta.
In little runs and darts of anguish, in small vibratoiy motions and 
large extensions, Martha sought, unavailing, to tell us of Jocasta's 
suffering (Lloyd 1949:45).
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Lloyd, though, was not as negative as The Times critic who found Graham's 
vocabulary for the suffering of Jocasta "positively distressing to watch" (anon 1954).
The audience's recuperation of meaning from Night Jmmiey in the 1990s may 
be still largely based on visual response to the movement from a cognitive awareness 
of the dance's codes. Writing in 1975 John Mueller remarks, "many people still find
Graham difficult and forbidding on first view the problem is more severe for
Night Journey and Cortege o f Eagles which treat stories that may be unfamiliar to 
many and apply Graham's artful techniques of flashback and time-manipulation to do 
so" (Mueller, 1975: 88).
Graham's vocabulary for Night Journey, some of which was developed 
specifically to express Jocasta's torment, is familiar now and even commonplace but 
it often has to be deciphered in the context of the work. In 1947 Nik Krevitsky 
commented that Graham had "invented for herself movement patterns which are 
among the most evocative and beautiful in her entire repertory" (Krevitsky, 1947:64). 
Since the work is now over fifty years old, the question arises as to whether some of 
these movement inventions have lost their meaning. It has been observed here that 
light-hearted dances like Diversion of Angels (1948) use a similar vocabulary and 
that it is due to changes of context and dynamic colouring that signature motifs used 
in one dance to show joy or happiness can be encoded in another to portray the 
opposite emotions of anguish and despair.
The codes used here in my analysis of Night Journey are generated from 
within the context of the major elements of the work's structure. The elements 
constitute the complex plot, the characters involved in the story and the Daughters of 
the Night (chorus). These elements are supported by costume, sculpture and props. 
Through the codes the movement analysis will account for how the dance 
communicates meaning. There is no attempt in this study to compare an artwork that 
uses the medium of language with one that communicates through dance. It is 
suggested, however, that in Graham's dramatic, narrative works like Night Joumey, 
consideration of the text that influenced the dance can offer insight into the way in
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which the dance composed and how it communicates meaning to the audience, 
particularly in relation to the selection and combination of the movement vocabulary.
Graham's familiarity with the plays of Sophocles goes back to the early part 
of her career and can be traced from 1931 when she appeared in a production of 
Electra in association with the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor (McDonagh, 
1974:84). This stimulated her to make Greek-influenced works such as Dithyrambic 
(1931).
In response to this dance, John Martin expressed the "hope" that despite "the 
magnitude of the composition it would not be repeated too often or followed by too 
many others of its kind" (Martin cited in Armitage, 1966:14). McDonagh also 
commented that audiences found Dithyrambic "very difficult" (1974:86). There were 
other Greek mythology-inspired dances during the 1930s such as Choric Dance for an 
Antique Greek Tragedy (1933) but, as McDonagh points out, these "isolated" dances 
were more important as a stepping stone towards the creation of the works in the 
Greek cycle dating from the 1940s (ibid, 1974:84). Thus, between the experiments of 
the 1930s and the dance dramas of the 1940s, Graham developed and honed her 
dramatic approach to dance. It is suggested in this study that the process of creating 
dramatic works began with early dances like H.eretic. (1929), that it gathered pace 
with Frontier (1935) and that it was further developed in dances such as Letter to the 
World (1940) and Deaths and Entrances (1943). The mid 1940s saw the realisation 
of Graham's approach to dance drama and the full integration of movement, music, 
costume, sculpture and props. For the themes of her dances, she returned to her 
earlier preoccupation with ancient Greek mythology and to the tragic stories 
dramatised by fifth-century Athenian playwrights such as Sophocles [Night Joumey] 
(1947) and Euripides [Cave of the Heartl.(1946).
It has been shown that the title Night Joumey. is not an iconic signifier for the 
Oedipus myth and the dance, therefore, makes no literal claims on the Sophoclean 
tragedy OfiHipiis Rex. There is, for example, little attempt in Graham's dance to 
follow the complex plot of Sophocles' play and Night Joumey is presented in a cyclic
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structure rather than in a linear narrative. At the beginning of the work Jocasta is on 
the verge of committing suicide and she retraces the events and actions that have 
brought about her downfall. At the end of the work the audience is returned to the 
present as she carries out the act of suicide.
The organisation of time in Night Joumey suggests that there is more 
dramatic irony associated with the dance than there is with the play. In the dance the 
audience experiences Jocasta and Oedipus' happiness in the context of Jocasta's 
impending suicide and first solo of despair. In the play, on the other hand, although 
there is a gradual but insistent gathering of doomed events there is no prior indication 
of the outcome of the tragedy.
As already observed, the dance moves backwards and forwards in time and 
so it is useful to identify these shifts and the episodes into which they fall. The term 
episode rather than section is used here because it follows Graham's attention to 
Greek tragic form, a notion which is clear from her notes on Clytemnestra (1958) 
(see 226). This exercise carried out under 1. will make it possible to locate specific 
movement component units that will be discussed during the morphological analysis 
made here later.
There is also a need to identify some of the dramatic conventions^ associated 
with the presentation of tragic action that are common to both the play and the dance. 
The notions o f peripeteia, anagorisis and catharsis will be explored and examined 
under 2. Plot.
It is suggested that the dance vocabulary in Night Joum ey is specific to each 
protagonist. The movement components and their assemblage appear to have been 
designed to convey information to the audience regarding the characters of Jocasta, 
Oedipus and Tiresias. This information relates to their individual natures, their 
actions and the interaction between them. 3. The code of characterisation will be
^The acts of suicide in Night Joumev do not take place off stage as they would in 
Greek tragic plays.
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divided, therefore, into the subcodes of 3. (a) Jocasta 3. (b) Oedipus and 3. (c) 
Tiresias.
In addition to the named characters Night Joumey features a vital notion 
associated with Greek tragedy and with early Graham work - the chorus. In Night 
Journey the seven female dancers of the chorus are called The Daughters of the Night 
and this element of the work is discussed under 4. The Daughters of the Night 
(chorus).
Finally, in this chapter under 5. Conclusions different readings of Night 
Joumey will be considered and discussed.
1. Structure
According to its presentation of shifts in time Night Joumey can be divided 
into the following structure:
Episode I: Jocasta stands swaying and holding the rope as Tiresias enters 
upstage left. The Daughters of the Night enter and they dance with Jocasta 
and Tiresias. Jocasta performs her dance of anguish (solo 1) which finishes 
with her acceptance of Tiresias' command that she relive her past. Her 
resignation to this is signified when she returns to the bed.
Episode II: Takes the audience back in time considerably to Oedipus' 
triumphal entry into Thebes. (This event precedes the action of Sophocles' 
play). Oedipus dances his solo of courtship which is followed by 
Jocasta's second solo - solo 2 or 'Dance with leaves.' The duet between 
Jocasta and Oedipus then takes place. The chorus perform their 
powerful dance of doom with Jocasta and Oedipus in the background 
entwined in the rope
Tiresias hops on stage tapping his staff in counterpoint to his 
flexed foot jumps announcing his solo of tormented prophecy. He 
parts Jocasta and Oedipus {peripeteia/anagorisis) causing them to 
fall. Tiresias picks up Oedipus' cape with his staff and flings it away.
There is a dance for Oedipus and the chorus which finishes with his 
act of self-blinding.
Epsiode III: Brings the audience back to the point at which the dance 
began as Jocasta walks downstage slowly unfastening the back of her 
gown. She disrobes to her undershift {catharsis) before pulling the rope 
around her neck and collapsing centre stage in a back fall facing upstage. 
Tiresias crosses the stage in silence and the dance ends.
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2. Plot
Qnihg Art of Poetry (Aristotle (tr) Dorsch, 1965) is one of the prime sources 
for the rules and codes that underpin the tragic play. Of paramount importance here is 
the manner in which the story or plot is presented. Aristotle refers to plots that are 
"simple" or "complex" and considers the latter to be the most satisfactory. The 
complex plot features the effects of (a) "reversal" and (b) "discovery" which "should 
develop out o f the very structure of the plot..." (ibid:45). These terms will be 
explored in relation to Aristotle's theory and examined as to their relevance to the 
action in Night Joumey
2. i. Peripeteia or reversal
This is a term that appears in On the Art of Poetry: "a reversal is a change 
from one state of affairs to its opposite" (ibid:46). The peripeteia or reversal in 
fortune is only indirectly present in Night Joumey since there is no clear point, as 
there is in the Sophocles play (Sophocles (tr) Fagles, 1984:218-223) at which 
Oedipus' fortunes go into reverse. Night Joumey omits several characters that 
feature in Oedipus Rex. In addition to Creon, brother of the murdered Laius and 
accuser of Oedipus, the Messenger and Shepherd are also absent from the dance. 
They are, however important figures in the device of peripeteia or reversal as 
explained by Aristotle:
In Oedipus, for example, the Messenger who came to cheer Oedipus 
and relieve him of his fear about his mother did the very opposite by 
revealing to him who he was (ibid:46).
Whilst it is questionable that there is peripeteia in Night Joumey, there is a clearer 
effect of anagorisis or discovery:
2. ii. Anagorisis
The reversal in the fortunes of Oedipus coincides in the play with the device 
of anagorisis or discovery:
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 ^ discovery is a change from ignorance to knowledge, and it leads
either to love or to hatred between persons destined for good or ill 
fortune. The most effective form of discovery is that which is 
accompanied by reversals, like the one in Oedipus (ibid:46)
A reversal occurs in Oedipus Rex when the Messenger relates that Polybus, Oedipus' 
supposed father, has died naturally, thus alleviating fears that Oedipus might have 
killed his father as foretold by the Oracle. When Oedipus still dreads the prophecy 
that he "must make love with his own mother" (ibid:216,/^?P7), the Messenger 
discloses that Oedipus was adopted and neither Polybus nor Melrope are his natural 
parents. This should relieve Oedipus' anxiety but it has the opposite effect because it 
confirms his suspicion that the stranger he had murdered was his own father.
This peripeteia or reversal is accompanied by anagorisis or the discovery that 
Oedipus is the abandoned son of Laius and Jocasta, a fact which is confirmed by the 
shepherd's story. Oedipus forces him to relate that he had been told to kill the child 
given him by Jocasta but that in pity for the baby he had given him to another 
shepherd. This shepherd (now the Messenger) had passed the baby on to the childless 
Polybus and Melrope.
These complex details are too cumbersome to explore in movement. 
However, Graham's dance features a powerful visual effect in Episode II which 
demonstrates anagorisis. Jocasta and Oedipus are leaning away from each other 
supported and enclosed by Jocasta's rope. Tiresias places one leg with foot flexed 
between the pair signifying the birthright of Oedipus and its implications for the 
marriage. He touches the rope with his staff and it falls away. Jocasta and Oedipus
collapse and fall to the ground.
Tiresias' leg and foot gesture corresponds to anagorisis as it signifies 
Oedipus' discovery of his true parentage and the fulfilment of the Oracle's Prophecy 
of incest. The touch that breaks the rope corresponds in some measure to peripeteia 
in that it also signifies a reversal in the fortunes of Jocasta and Oedipus.
2. iii. Catharsis
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Perhaps the most familiar characteristic of tragedy is its effect of catharsis. 
This term is mentioned in On The Art of Poetry and is said to relate to pity and fear. 
According to Aristotle "our pity is awakened by undeserved misfortune, and our fear 
by that of someone like ourselves - pity for the undeserving sufferer and fear for the 
man like ourselves" (1965:48). There is also a claim in On the Art of Poetry that 
there is a "tragic pleasure that is associated with pity and fear" (ibid.-49). This "tragic 
pleasure" or catharsis has been much discussed over the centuries. Aristotle refers to 
it as the "purgation" of the emotions of "pity" and "fear" (ibid:39).
Catharsis, then, can be viewed as a sense of physical and emotional suffering 
portrayed by performers and experienced as feeling by the audience. This suffering, 
nevertheless, transmutes into elation and pleasure, thus moving the audience into 
another emotional dimension. Graham's Notebooks are sprinkled with references to 
the genre of tragedy and to its cathartic effect. For example, in connection with The 
Dark Meadow of the Soul f 19461 she wrote:
There is a cry against Fate when we first see her face. But then after the terror 
of recognition passes we can live with her as we are destined to do - forever - 
We can never escape her presence any more - ever - 
Then we can cultivate and know Joy because we must, or go mad 
(Graham, 1973:206)
Night .Tourney concentrates on the emotional suffering and spiritual transcendence of 
Jocasta. It deals with the joy of Jocasta's and Oedipus' sexual union and explores the 
horror of the incest they commit unwittingly. The audience is presented at the 
beginning and at the end of the dance with Jocasta's preparation for and final act of 
suicide. However, before the suicide takes place Jocasta sheds her dark robe and 
reveals a simple light-coloured shift underneath.^ This action is an indexical sign for 
the shedding of the debased physical form but it becomes a symbol of catharsis for 
both the character and the audience. The image of a woman stripped of her worldly 
attire indicates the underlying naked human form and connotes her vulnerability.
^A similar device was used in Herodiâdê ( 1944)
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Jocasta arouses pity but at the same time there is admiration or fear for her courage. 
When she casts off her robe as symbol of the pain and misery of her human form, the 
audience senses that her act of suicide will be carried out in order to purify and free 
the inner soul.
3. The code of characterisation
There is a hierarchy in terms of the roles in Night Journey with Jocasta as the 
most developed since, in addition to her two solos and the duet with Oedipus, her 
actions open and close the dance. However, Oedipus is also a substantial role and 
features a solo that illustrates his character and refers to his history. Tiresias is 
discussed by Stodelle as the symbol of "Truth" and is "the principal character" in 
Night Journey even, in this respect, taking precedent over Jocasta (Stodelle, 
1984:148).
Night Journey is possibly the first dance in which Graham featured named 
characters. Although her dances became more narrative and dramatic in the early 
1940s, they still did not feature literal characters. Letter to the World (1940), for 
example, is based on the spiritual or inner life of the American poet Emily 
Dickinson, The central protagonist in this dance does not relate directly to Emily but 
is divided into two aspects of her character: a dancing role - 'One Who Dances' - and 
a speaking role - 'One Who Speaks' - thus suggesting that signification of character 
is more open in this work. Early performances of the first two dances in the Greek 
cycle, Gave nf the Heart (1946) and Errand jp td the Maz£ (1947), demonstrated an 
uncertain connection between the leading roles and the characters to which they are 
linked. Lloyd points out, for example, that when Cav e . of  the_Ü£ail was first 
performed in 1946, under the title Serpent Heart, the four characters were referred to 
as 'one like Medea,' 'one like Jason,' 'Daughter of the King,' and 'Chorus.' When the 
dance was performed later in the same year, having undergone some revision in 
movement content and presentation, the characters were renamed 'The Sorceress,' 
'The Adventurer,' 'The Victim' and the 'Chorus' (Lloyd, 1949:39).
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The characterisation in Cave of the Heart was general rather than specific and 
it is only over time that the characters in the work have become iconic signiflers for
those in the Greek myth. Terry remarked in his review of the first performance of
Night Journey:
Cave o f  the Heart had shown the influence of the Medea story and
Errand Into the Maze, though not dealing directly with the myth of
Theseus and the Minotaur, had found its roots and form in the legend.
Night Journey is more specific in its link with Greek drama, 
for its major characters, Jocasta, Oedipus and the Seer, are quite 
definitely the characters of Sophocles' Oedipus the King (Terry cited 
in 1947 in Terry 1978:186).
Night Journey has always featured the specific characters associated with the 
Oedipus myth on which the dance is based. This suggests that, despite changes made 
after the first performance in costume, props and movement, Graham did not waver 
from her original intention to create iconic signifiers for the characters or 
protagonists in Night Journey (Lloyd, 1949:39 and 44).
3. (a) Jocasta
Graham's version of Sophocles' treatment of the ancient Oedipus myth 
changes the focus of attention from Oedipus to the sufferings of Jocasta who 
becomes, therefore, the principal protagonist or heroine of Night Journey. This is not 
surprising when the code of the individual female dancer is considered. The 
privileging of the female soloist had become a familiar custom of Graham style. This 
was demonstrated here during the analyses of Diversion _of Angels (1948) and 
Frontier (1935) and accounts for Graham's substitution of the female heroine,
Jocasta, for the male hero, Oedipus.
By changing the focus from Oedipus to Jocasta, Graham foregrounds the 
Freudian aspect of the Oedipus myth as Stodelle observes.
Jocasta's personality, seen in the light of twentieth-century scientific 
knowledge set in motion by Freud, took on new dimensions. Here 
was a woman who lived out (albeit unwittingly) the libidinous urge of 
every woman to become mother to her husband and wife to her son.
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Here was a woman who recognized the reciprocal instinct in men 
(1984:147).
Oedipus Rex can be associated in modem Western tradition with Freud's work The 
Interpretation of Dreams (1900), where he refers to the Sophocles play as "a tragedy 
of destiny." Freud observes the power of the Oedipus myth to move modem 
audiences and remarks of King Oedipus:
His destiny moves us only because it might have been ours - because 
the oracle laid the same curse upon us before our birth as upon him. It 
is the fate of all of us, perhaps, to direct our first sexual impulse 
towards our mother and our first hatred and our first murderous wish 
against our father. Our dreams convince us that this is so (Freud, 
1900:262).
Jocasta, then, is characteristic of the Freudian mother figure.^ She remarks in the 
play, for example:
And as for this marriage with your mother- 
have no fear. Many a man before you 
in his dreams, has shared his mother's bed.
Take such things for shadows, nothing at all - (Sophocles,
1984:215,1073/6)
Graham indicates the true relationship between Jocasta and Oedipus through an 
iconic signifier during the duet in Episode I of Night Journey. Here, she leans over 
Oedipus as he takes a bend backwards across her knees. He is supported by her arm 
around his back and she rocks him back and forth. Encoded through Jocasta and in 
accordance with Freud's theories, this produces iconic signification of the 
mother/child relationship and is a poignant moment for the audience who know the 
past history of the pair.
"^There is some association with Jocasta and Hamlet's mother, Gertrude, who - at 
least in Hamlet's eyes - was also guilty of incest. The 1948 Olivier film stressed the 
Freudian link between Gertrude and Hamlet, a son at once sexually drawn to and yet 
disgusted by his mother.
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Night Joumey is unusual in its links with Freud. Graham studied Freud's
theories during her years at Denishawn but she took a Jungian rather than a Freudian
approach when she delved into the psychology of the characters portrayed in the
1940s dance dramas^.
Graham's relationship with Hawkins had led her towards the work of Carl
Jung and an exploration of his theories relating to the archetypes of the collective
unconscious. Letter to the .World (1940), for example, demonstrates this concern.
According to Helpem, one of the characters in the dance, 'The Ancestress' is an
archetypal figure representing both Dickinson's and Graham's Puritan backgrounds"
(Helpem, 1991:17). This dance introduced a shift from a Freudian preoccupation
with unconscious sexuality towards a Jungian exploration of the power of symbol.
Jowitt observes that, during the 1940s, artists generally were preoccupied with myth
and with the theories of Jung. The works of Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko at this
time were influenced by the concept of the collective unconscious. The American
artist Adolf Gottlieb observed in an interview that during the 1940s, an "interest in
myth was in the air" (Gottlieb in Jowitt, 1988:206).
Jung's idea of a collective reservoir of latent images inherited from 
man's ancestral past was an amplification of Freud's notion of "race 
memory." The idea that this reservoir could be tapped, its contents 
made known to the conscious mind, was very attractive to American 
artists in the 1940s who were searching for ftesh material and 
inspiration (Shelton, 1983:121 ).
Hawkins had introduced Graham to Dr. Frances Wickes and through her 
fi-iendship with Wickes who was a disciple of Carl Jung, Graham began her 
development of the dance psychodrama. She became involved with ideas linked to 
Jung's promotion of communal narrative myth and this led Graham to her phase of 
Greek mythology-inspired dances. Yet Night Journey clearly deals with Freudian
^Graham made an exploration into Jungian pschology and ancient mythology in Dark 
Meadow (1946) (Graham, 1973; McDonagh, 1974. See Franko, 1996:25-47 for a 
critical account and analysis of this work).
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issues of repressed and unconscious sexual drives, particularly in relation to Jocasta. 
In common, though, with many of Graham's dances of the 1940s, it makes 
considerable use of symbol.
The rope Jocasta holds high in her hands as she sways slowly from side to 
side is both an iconic and an indexical signifier as well as a symbol or sign proper. 
Read according to the Greek myth of Oedipus, the rope denotes the instrument of 
Jocasta's suicide and connotes the fateful and fatal umbilical cord. During Episode I, 
Tiresias takes this rope fi*om Jocasta by thrusting the staff through it and jerking it 
out of her hands. When this rope reappears in the context of the dance of the 
Daughters of the Night in Episode H, the symbol or sign proper has been already 
established. At the start of the dance, it is, therefore, an indexical signifier of the 
marriage bond and of the umbilical cord uniting mother and child, and at the end, the 
rope or cord is an icon of the means by which Jocasta finally kills herself.
When Jocasta strangles herself with it, the rope becomes the symbol for her 
error or the sin that has caused her downfall. The rope, then, is a relatively well- 
established symbol or sign proper for the natural relationship of mother and child that 
has been translated by fate into an incestuous union leading to Jocasta's suicide. The 
powerful image in Episode I establishes Jocasta as a tragic figure since she is shown 
on the threshold of her self-destruction holding aloft the rope as signifier of an 
inexorable fate.
Characterisation of the role of Jocasta is also established with iconic 
signification in terms of the ornate and regal costume. In the film of Night Journey, 
Graham wears a long dark robe that has a train at the back and is embroidered 
heavily at the hem. There is a scarf or stole attached to the collar and twined around 
the arms which gives an added weight to the figure^. This gown does not impede 
movement although it suggests rank and responsibility in its substance. A large
^McGehee claims that Graham wore a different costume in the film from the one that 
she "was supposed to wear (see McGehee in Tracy, 1996.126).
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brooch pinned to Jocasta's dress becomes Oedipus's instrument of self-inflicted 
blindness and the other ornament that Jocasta wears is a mysterious head-dress. This 
is a long spar with a crescent at one end and a small sphere suspended between the 
pointed ends of the half-moon. It may be an indexical signifier for a crown although 
it resembles a giant key even, perhaps, the Goddess Isis's key of life (Archaeological 
Museum, Naples). Photographs of productions over time show variations in costume 
and there is evidence that this changed considerably from the first 1947 performance 
(Lloyd, 1949; Snyder, 1984), and although Jocasta's robe often differs over time, the 
head-dress does not alter. The costume for Jocasta then is both an iconic and 
indexical signifier for a woman of high rank who is marked out by destiny.
In the 1961 film, the image of Jocasta holding the rope at the beginning of 
the dance seems invested with more signification than it does in either the 1979 or 
1985 performance recordings. The film shows her in close-up and her slight swaying 
action with the rope held high is clearly defined. Tiresias is viewed in long shot, 
ft-amed by Jocasta's body. The initial impression of the dance is different in the later 
versions recorded in performance. Here, Jocasta stands to the side of the stage almost 
motionless and Tiresias, viewed clearly travelling on a diagonal plane downstage, 
seems to dominate the opening image. Jocasta's rope has less symbolic meaning as it 
is part of the general stage picture which includes the whole bed and the line of 
blocks leading up to it. There are several strong signifiers, therefore, that vie for the 
audience's attention in the stage production whilst the camera concentrates on the 
single powerful signifying image. Having established Jocasta as a principal signifier, 
the focus switches to Tiresias as the only moving figure. The Seer, and his ominous 
walks with the thudding staff, become, therefore, the second strong signifier. Thus, in 
the film, emphasis changes fi*om Jocasta and her inner world to the general theme of
impending doom and quest for truth.
The principal solo material for Jocasta comprises the suicide passages in 
Episodes I and HI; solo 1 early in Episode I; and solo 2 in Episode U. This takes place 
before the duet with Oedipus. These solos contrast markedly with each other and are
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not interchangeable as they relate to two opposing episodes in Jocasta's story. Solo 1 
refers to her disastrous predicament as incestuous wife and mother which I shall 
show in the following analysis. Solo 2, on the other hand, takes the audience back in 
time to Jocasta's meeting with Oedipus and the courtship that takes place between 
them. The material for this solo will be discussed under 3. (a) Solo 2.
3. (a) Solo 1
Jocasta's despair and the extremity of her distress is demonstrated by three 
distinctive body design phrases at the start of solo 1 (see Diagram 3, page 202). 
Lying on one side, the left leg extends high fi-om the hip with the left arm raised 
parallel to it and the head turned in the direction of the extended leg (b.d.l) This 
converts into a second body design, this time in profile to the audience. Here, Jocasta 
is kneeling on the right leg, head lowered to the floor as the left leg extends in a high 
arabesque behind her (b.d.2). From the arabesque, the body moves into a kneel on 
both knees and the torso leans back from the knees with the hips in contraction. The 
additional gesture the sharply bent arms and the hands with fingers spread in a claw­
like shape lend this third body design (b.d.3) an air of torment and anguish. This 
gesture characterises the backbend very differently from a similar one that occurs in 
Frontier where the arm movement is less ominous (see page 139).
These first three body designs are distinctive shapes held in time which are 
linked through transitional movement. In other words, these sustained shapes are not 
contrasting poses but appear to evolve or develop as the body moves from one design 
to another in unspecific but organic movement. B.d. 4 is a kick event discussed in 
more detail below.
It seems clear from the transcript of Nuchtem's interview with Ethel Winter 
(1976) and from entries in The Notebooks, that in the film of Night Journey, Graham 
had removed some of the more difficult choreography originally made for the role of 
Jocasta. These changes will be examined in more detail in Chapter 6 when Graham's 
variable syntax is discussed.
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Alterations to the complexity of the material notwithstanding, each body 
design in solo 1 as danced by Graham accentuates discord and strife. The head held 
close to the floor in b.d. 1 followed by the leg stretched upwards in b.d.2 present 
signifiers of protest or outcry. The backbend of b.d. 3 with its tortured arm and hand 
gesture both illustrates and indicates the extremity of Jocasta's suffering.
There are several incidences of kick events throughout solo 1. The right leg^ ® 
is raised forwards in a sudden quick sweep and is accompanied by a contraction of 
the upper body as the arm brushes the raised leg. At times these kick events are 
combined with runs and at others with a movement device where Jocasta walks 
forwards on her knees (knee crawls). The kicks with runs are indices of disturbed and 
anxious behaviour whilst those followed by knee crawls are icons of a woman 
alternately flailing against adversity and being pulled down by it.
In his review of the New York premiere of Night Journey in 1948, Terry 
remarks of Graham's vocabulary "the body twisted as if to avoid the face of fate and 
then the figure sank slowly earthward in an attitude of majestic despair." He referred 
to this image as a "key action" in the dance (Terry, 1948:n.p.). The image as 
described by Terry corresponds to the wide 2nd fall which appears first in the solo 
after a kick event and is then repeated once at a distance. This fall which impressed 
Terry in 1948 has since become a signature motif. It is found in nearly every Graham 
dance dating from the 1940s. Helpem refers to this signature motif as the "forward
l^The kick events are made with the right leg in Night Joittngy and this contrasts 
with die split kicks made always on the left leg in Frontici  (1935) (see Chapter 3 
pages 135-136).
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Diagram 3 ; The opening phrase of Jocasta’s solo 1 from 
Night Journey (1947)
b.d. 1. b.d.2. b.d.3. b.d. 4.
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split fall" (1991:19) and observes that in the mid 1940s it was part of the "new floor 
studies and preparatory standing exercises" that "came into the classwork to facilitate 
learning the new choreography" (ibid). Stuart Hodes also remarks that he first saw 
the fall at this time. Hodes gives a detailed account of the etymology of the wide 2nd 
fall and points out that Graham objected to the term "split fall" since "it does not, in 
fact, go into a split, nor did Graham want it to" (Hodes, 1996:90). Graham 
practitioners such as Susan McGuire consider that the fall goes through a wide fourth 
position rather than a second position but Graham refers to such movements as "falls 
in wide 2nd" (1973:157), "forward 2nd fall" (ibid: 160) or "wide 2nd fall" (ibid: 161) 
(see page 47).
It has been shown in Chapter 2 that in the 1940s there was a need for Graham 
to create dramatic movement devices that could express the emotions of archetypes 
such as Medea, Ariadne and Jocasta. The development of the wide 2nd fall at this 
time suggests that its genesis relates to concepts associated with emotional suffering, 
misfortune and so forth even though it was used a year later in the markedly different
DiversioiLof Angds-
Walter Terry, reviewing the premiere of Night Journey in 1947 describes the
figure of Jocasta:
....suspended for a moment, the limbs part and the body 
simultaneously sinks and falls to the floor in majestic despair, in full 
prostration (Terry, 1947 in Terry 1978:186).
According to Terry's initial response and within the context of Night Ji?umey, it is 
suggested that the wide 2nd fall signature motif resonates strongly with the idea of 
the error which brings about the fall of the hero or heroine. In relation to the code of 
Jocasta in N'ghf Tnumev. it is both an icon and an index of the power of fate with the 
body being inexorably pulled by forces seemingly beyond its control towards the 
floor. The movement finishes with the legs spread-eagled and the upper torso against 
the floor. One arm reaches forwards as though both body and spirit are broken by 
powers that it does not have the strength to overcome.
203
The device of the fall, also prevalent in the modem dance work of Humphrey 
and Wigman, stressed the "emotional pull related to the pull of gravity on the 
descent (Helpem, 1991:14). However, the rise too was important to Graham who 
often observed that in her work dancers fall so that they may rise again in an 
"affirmation of the human spirit" (ibid). It is only at the end of Night Journey that 
Graham does not rise after her final back fall, thus indicating the finality of Jocasta's 
death.
Earlier in Solo 1, however, Jocasta rises after each wide 2nd fall but indicates 
immediately her troubled feelings and sense of turmoil since the fall events are 
followed by an idiosyncratic, contorted event. Here, Jocasta raises the right knee in 
front of her body with the leg bent in a parallel attitude and leans forwards to touch 
the opposite elbow against it. This causes the body to twist percussively. The event 
becomes a phrase since it is repeated four times consecutively and in the context of 
the code of Jocasta, suggests her agitation and confusion.
The movement syntax in solo 1 includes meandering walks towards the bed 
sculpture and a stagger backwards away from it. There are also runs with kick events 
to each side of the stage, the upper body tipping away from the raised leg. These 
become motifs since they are seen in the middle of the solo and again near the end. 
Elements such as the walks and kick motifs convey uncertainty and doubt as the floor 
pathways waver or the kicks are off-centre.
There is a linear event, too - the dart - which signifies Jocasta's grim 
circumstances and troubled mind. This event is a signature motif as it is seen in other 
works such as F.trand into the Maze (1947) and Clytcmncstra (1958). It comprises a 
sudden, quick step on to the front leg, body in profile and back leg lifted slightly off 
the floor with the foot flexed. The body tilts and the arm is lifted and bent sharply so 
that the forearm and upper arm make an angle. In a dramatic work and encoded 
through Jocasta, this indicates an anxious, despairing state as it is off-centre with the 
cupped hand of the raised arm in line with the forehead. This stylised arm and hand 
position resonates with the customary hand-to-the head pedestrian gesture associated
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with the notion of being troubled or bothered. The signification of introversion and 
preoccupation with inner turmoil is emphasised by the parallel or closed-in 
impression of the lower body. The anxious or despairing state is accentuated in Solo 
1 as Jocasta presents a phrase consisting of two darts followed by a turn in a low 
arabesque^ .^ This dart phrase is repeated and is followed by another fall in wide 2nd. 
The dart and arabesque turn phrases combined with the fall are linked in appearance 
because of the commonality of line and thrust forwards of the working leg. These 
phrases provide both iconic and indexical signification of Jocasta's state of adversity.
On stage throughout Night Journey and interacting with the movement at 
several points is Jocasta's bed in the form of Noguchi's stage sculpture. Graham 
remarks in her autobiography:
I asked Isamu Noguchi to bring me a bed and he did, quite unlike any 
bed I had ever seen before. It is the representation of a man and a 
woman - nothing like a bed at all. He brought to me the image of a 
bed stripped to its bones, to its very spirit ( Graham, 1991:218).
The sculpture is not an iconic signifier since it bears little resemblance to an ordinary 
bed. It is a raised, sloping platform featuring carved shapes or indexical signifiers of 
the male and female figures. Terry has referred to a "distorted" bed which "focused 
upon and symbolized the nature of the evil tragedy which beset Jocasta and Oedipus" 
(1978:187). Jocasta touches the bed as she executes a series of knee vibrations. 
Again, this is a signature motif seen in many other Graham dances both tragic and 
comic but in Night Tnumev encoded through Jocasta, it is a powerful image. The leg 
events that circle inwards and outwards and the accompanying contraction and 
release in the upper body indicate deep feeling. As Shawn observed "the lower trunk, 
the abdominal portion, is the vital, - physical zone of the torso - stomach, intestines, 
and sexual organs make it the seat of the appetites" (Shawn, 1974:49). In the context
 ^^This event might be the "Clytemnestra turn: Arabesque turn on heel finishing with 
forward contraction; palm of hand on forehead of supporting side in anguish" 
(Horosko, 1991:162)
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of the code of Jocasta, these knee vibrations signify turmoil, confusion and horror -
symptoms of Jocasta's predicament and emotions.
With the violent knee vibrations presented next to the fateful bed. Solo 1
builds in its evocation of emotional chaos and desperation. This emotional condition
is indicated further with kicks followed by knee crawls as though Jocasta is
expressing the gulf between her lost happiness and present degradation. The source
of her suffering is again suggested by a series of angular percussive arm and upper
body events presented in a slightly contorted stance. Here, Jocasta grabs at her
breasts and abdomen turning violently on the spot between these gestures which are
both icons and indices of sexuality and motherhood. The confusion and tangle into
which Jocasta's role as wife and mother has been thrown is suggested with these
movements and a phrase of turns which follow them. Here, the upper body is
convulsed in contraction as the arms are held in angular shapes to the sides of the
body. The turns confirm Jocasta's state of distress. As she spins on a diagonal
pathway from downstage centre to upstage left, it is as though she were caught up in
the maelstrom of fate.
Another notable fall - the back fall is seen in Solo 1. It occurs towards the
end of the solo when Jocasta is trying to grab at her only certainty, Tiresias' fateful
staff. The back fall is also a signature motif and has featured in Graham dances since
the 1930s. Helpem describes how it was "introduced from sitting, then it was taken
from a high kneeling position, and later from a standing position" (1991:14). It was
used effectively in the 'Steps in the Street' section from Chronide. May O'Donnell
remembers performing this demanding event:
I was in the centre doing this long, slow fall backwards while
everyone else was running around me. It was torture ! The only
way I can describe it technically is to compare it to a craftsman 
working with metal to find the tension between two points. In the 
body, the fall took such a high release that you have to calculate the 
tension between the knees and upper back in order to sustain the 
movement for a long time (cited in Horosko, 1991:59).
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Chronicle refers to the misery and suffering caused by the Spanish Civil War 
(Stodelle, 1984; McDonagh, 1974; Snyder, 1984) and has also been thought to 
express the doubts and anxieties associated with the 1930s American Depression 
(Mackrell in Lockyer, 1991). The back fall, then, in contexts such as this, acts as a 
signifier of oppression, as though a tremendous but unseen weight or power is 
forcing the victim down towards the floor.
The majority of Jocasta's back falls in Night Journey are f a s t e r  ^nd less 
sustained than in O'Donnell's 1936 version of this signature motif but as O'Donnell 
explains, she was in the centre of a group of dancers who were "running around" her 
and remarks that "Martha liked the contrast of one slow movement against the swift 
movements of the group in this dance" (Horosko, 1991:57). The faster fall in the 
different context of Night Journey indicates violent, despairing, emotional collapse 
(see pages 257-258). In 'Steps in the Street,' the similar fall with its sustained tension 
signifies a more gradual sense of oppression, as though the victim were being worn 
down.
There are two back falls near the end of Solo 1 in Night Journey, the first of 
which takes place as Jocasta pulls away from Tiresias' staff and the second is seen 
shortly after but at a different angle as Jocasta has run to the opposite side of the 
stage. The fall, shown twice, accentuates Jocasta's misfortune and the different angles 
from which it is viewed appear to indicate in the film that Jocasta is doomed from 
every point of view - she cannot escape the horror of her situation or the fateful 
circumstances into which she has been thrown.
By this penultimate point in the solo the major material has been introduced 
and Jocasta's despair and degradation clearly illustrated. The solo finishes with a 
phrase reiterating movements already seen - the run with kick made to either side of 
the stage and following these kicks there is one dart which takes Jocasta to the bed.
IZgee page 29 for a back fall signifying "religious worship."
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Here she pauses in a body design with both hands resting on the bed and her upper 
body arching away from it.
Jocasta shows that the bed is a symbol of her incestuous relationship with 
Oedipus although the audience may not yet be aware of this. In solo 1, Jocasta starts 
to relive the horror of her past but the dance has yet to move further back in time, to 
the point when Jocasta and Oedipus became lovers united in marriage. The arch of 
her torso away from the bed is a body design that conveys anguish, even revulsion, 
and as the camera changes position, displaying Jocasta from opposite angles, the 
impression and image of emotional torment is clearly portrayed.
3. (a) Solo 2: 'Dance with leaves'
In contrast to the movement vocabulary of solo 1 with its signification of 
guilt and desperation, Solo 2 features gentle, seductive signature motifs such as the 
bali turns mentioned in Chapter 1 of this study (see page 56 and Fig l.a, page 58). 
This solo occurs in Episode II and takes the audience even further back in time than 
does solo 1. Solo 2 shows the period in which Jocasta was happy and guilt-free. She 
receives the triumphant Oedipus as the courageous saviour of Thebes. For Jocasta 
and her people, he is the celebrated hero who has freed Thebes from the curse of the 
Sphinx. In this part of Night Journey there is no hint in the choreography of anything 
negative or shameful between Jocasta and Oedipus and no indication of guilt or 
dread.
Jocasta's dance is performed with a stylised branch of leaves in both hands. 
They had been presented to her by Oedipus during his triumphal entry just after 
Jocasta's first solo earlier in Episode I. According to the code of Jocasta, the branches 
of leaves signify fertility and royal status. Towards the end of solo 2 when Jocasta 
places these branches at the feet of Oedipus, she seems to offer herself to him 
unconditionally ^  ^ .
 ^^ Graham refers to version 2 of'Dance with leaves' as "Dance II with branches"
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The solo is sinuous and flirtatious and there is a quality of lightness in it. Solo 
2 features a phrase mentioned in Graham's autobiography where Jocasta after having 
made a fall in arabesque, "sits back and crosses her knees, opening and closing, 
opening and closing." According to Graham, Jocasta signifies that she is inviting 
Oedipus "into the privacy of her body" (Graham, 1991:214). She then moves upstage 
with walking steps and small, accented shuffles reminiscent of the way Oriental 
women with bound feet might move. She seats herself upstage left on a pedestal 
before repeating the opening and closing movements of the knees seen earlier.
Signification of the chair or pedestal on which Jocasta is seated in solo 2 had 
already been indicated in Solo 1. Near the beginning of this first solo, Jocasta runs 
towards the seat and focuses her movements towards it, thereby lodging it in the 
viewer's mind. The meaning of the seat as a focus of Jocasta's distress is not clear at 
this point in the dance. But, later in Episode I, Oedipus places Jocasta on this stool 
just before his solo. It becomes the pedestal on which he sets her and the place from 
which Jocasta surveys the King, her new husband. The pedestal is, perhaps, a 
signifier o f stability and security since through her relationship with Oedipus she is 
reinstated as queen and wife. In Solo 2, seated on the chair and holding the leaves, 
she indicates her sexual desire and her fertility with a repeat of the opening and 
closing knee phrase.
The selection of movement components and their assemblage in this solo 
create a syntax which signifies sexual enticement and submission to Oedipus. For 
example, one of Graham's borrowings from St. Denis' storehouse of Oriental 
movements - the "Javanese foot movement" (Graham, 1973:158) - helps to convey 
seductive behaviour. Here the feet make small circles inwards and outwards against 
the floor. These foot movements are combined with a slight undulation of the hips 
and are followed by a step backwards in a deep fondu, supporting hip slightly 
accentuated. The front leg is lifted in an attitude position to the front and the
(Graham, 1973:373)
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branches are held high to the sides of the body. The fondu event is repeated three 
times in succession and the resulting phrase establishes Jocasta's flirtatious mood. 
The meandering Javanese foot movement phrase and the fondu phrase accentuate 
curves and are iconic signifiers of the seductive female body. They combine to 
suggest a provocative femininity which is enhanced by the figure-hugging skirt of 
Jocasta's robe and the branches as indices of fertility. As suggested in Chapter 1 
images such as these are redolent of Graham's time with Denishawn.
3. (b) Oedipus
In accordance with the code of gender and Graham's reading of Oedipus 
Rex, the role of Oedipus is subsidiary to that of Jocasta. It was made originally for 
Erick Hawkins and on the paradigm of male roles in Graham langue it has more 
solo and duet material and is, therefore, substantial and powerful. There is a greater 
range of vocabulary than in the roles, for example, of Jason in Cave of the Heart 
(1946) or of The Minotaur in Errand into the Maze (1947).
In Oedipus Rex it is Oedipus rather than Jocasta who is the first character to 
appear and who interacts with Tiresias. When Tiresias declares ''you are the curse, 
the corruption of the land" (Sophocles, 1984:179, 4 0 l\  Oedipus accuses the blind 
prophet of plotting with Creon to oust him from the throne of Thebes calling him 
"scum of the earth" (ibid: 178, 38Ï) and "shameless" (ibid: 179, 402). Tiresias 
recognises Oedipus's impatient temperament that led him to kill the stranger [Laius] 
and remarks: "you criticize my temper....unaware of the one you live with...." 
(ibid: 178, 384).
3. (b) Oedipus’s Solo
Graham has created convincing movement for Oedipus, especially in relation 
to his "temper." There is a phrase near the beginning of the solo, for example, where
^^Jowitt has observed that Graham reworked the role for Bertram Ross in 1950 when 
he took the role over from Hawkins (1988. 216n.).
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he makes a jump when the legs bend one after the other, as in a pas de chatf^  and 
then slaps a hand against the hip. The slap is an aggressive, percussive movement. 
Combined as it is with the violent pas de chat, this phrase could be read in the 
context o f the code of Oedipus as the impatience and arrogance of which Tiresias 
accuses Oedipus.
The directions at the beginning of the play refer to Oedipus as "majestic but 
for a tell-tale limp" (Sophocles, 1984:1, 1). There is no iconic signification of the 
limp in Graham's dance although the repetition throughout the dance of an event 
where the leg is unfolded with the foot flexed, draws the audience's focus to the 
ankle. The image is an indexical signifier of Oedipus' scars and of the truth of his 
identity. Signification of his arrogant and impetuous nature takes place through such 
devices as percussive immediate repetition of events, forceful, direct arm gestures 
and struts with the feet flexed.
In contrast to Jocasta, Oedipus has several jumps. There are, for example, 
the stylised pas de chats in parallel already mentioned, a series of jumps in
parallel and a series of alternating bell-like hops on one leg as the other extends high 
to the side. This event is a signature motif since it appears in other Graham dances 
such as Seraphic Dialogue 09551 where, for example 'Joan as Maid' presents a 
bell jump several times in her solo of resolution.*^
The jumps that Oedipus perform signify superiority or social 
elevation since they take the eye upwards. They can be seen as indexical signifiers 
for another dimension of Oedipus's personality and character - his leadership and 
intellect. It was Oedipus who solved the riddle of the Sphinx as the Priest relates at
*^In the 1961 film, Bertram Ross presents this pas de chat in parallel. In the later 
recordings, this movement is presented with more turn-out which reflects the more 
balletic style of the Graham dancers of this later era.
*^There is no record of this signature motif in The Notebooks and it is interesting to 
note that Graham rarely refers to jumps in her lists of movement components for 
dances.
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the beginning of the play:
You freed us from the Sphinx, you came to Thebes 
and cut us loose from the bloody tribute we had paid 
that harsh, brutal singer. We taught you nothing 
no skill, no extra knowledge, still you triumphed 
(ibid: 160, 44-47).
The solo has several signifiers of unflinching determination and Oedipus 
travels in straight or diagonal lines either towards or away from Jocasta on whom he 
focuses during the solo. This may be read as an iconic signifier of his unwavering 
intent to win and possess her. However, it can also be decoded as an indexical 
signifier for Oedipus’ determination to seek out the cause of the curse on Thebes. 
When Creon reports to him that Apollo [the Oracle at Delphi] has commanded that 
the murderer of Laius must be found in order to cleanse the City and free it from its 
curse, Oedipus declares: "...you have me to fight for you, you'll see:/I am the land's 
avenger by all rights, and Apollo's champion too" (ibid: 167, 53-55).
Oedipus is dressed as an athlete/warrior of ancient times. He wears embossed 
trunks with ornate straps across the chest and a mid-length cape which features as 
part of his movement. The cape is substantial and is decorated with vertical stripes. It 
is an iconic signifier of rank as well as an indication of character. At the beginning 
of Oedipus' solo, the mantle swirls around him as he stands with his feet planted wide 
and hands placed on hips. The head is tilted in a defiant and challenging posture. 
With a circlet of laurel leaves around his head and the striking cape Oedipus is an
icon of the heroic conqueror.
The opening event of Oedipus' solo is a sway of the torso back and forth in a 
shallow contraction and release. According to the code of the body, this indicates 
emotion as the middle torso is the "seat of the affections, related to the heart and 
solar plexus" (Shawn, 1954:38). The hands firmly grip the hips and draw the viewer's 
focus to the "seat of the appetites" (ibid) and the overall effect of this event connotes
sexual desire.
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The sexual imagery is followed by a slap of the left thigh. Self-administered 
slaps are often seen in the Graham movement syntagm, particularly in the Greek 
works such as .Cortege of Eagles (1967). In this later dance, the male dancers 
perform a motif. This is a version of the bison jump signature motif (see pages 222- 
223). The dancers hover in the air with legs bent under the body. The torso is arched 
forwards in a contraction over the legs. At the zenith of the leap both hips are 
slapped. This results in a rhythmic body percussion since these jumps are performed 
one after another linked by a catch-step. The men thread in and out of the action on 
stage at various times in the work and in the context of Cortege of Eagles the leap 
motif signifies the ominous presence of disaster and death.
In the case of Oedipus, the slap device is isolated and is an aural and visual 
signifier of unflinching physical stoicism. It suggests, too, the insensitivity of 
Oedipus' attitude to Tiresias. When the distressed Tiresias who "sees with the eyes of 
Lord Apollo" (Sophocles, 1984:174,i2i) is reluctant to divulge what he knows about 
the corruption in Thebes, Oedipus is terse and unsympathetic in his remarks: "you 
scum of the earth, you'd enrage a heart of stone!" (ibid: 178, 381).
Near the beginning of the solo, Oedipus lunges to a kneel, pulls the cape over 
his head and draws his left elbow to his left knee using a convulsive upper body 
contraction. As the event is executed three times in immediate repetition, it becomes 
a phrase and is, perhaps, a signifier for the metaphorical blindness of which Tiresias 
accuses him.
The cape is an integral part of much of Oedipus' movement. For example, 
towards the end of his solo he thrusts his arm through openings in the cape. He 
continues to wrap his arm in the cloth as he bends and straightens his legs 
percussively. The phrase is repeated three times in immediate repetition and becomes 
an iconic signifier of obsession as Oedipus ties himself in knots with the cape. If this 
obsessive behaviour is read through the code of Oedipus it signifies his 
determination to solve the mystery surrounding the cause of the plague from which
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the citizens of Thebes are suffering. He remarks: "I'll bring it all to light myself!" 
(ibid: 167,7 JO).
On the other hand, in the context of the solo itself, it could be read as 
Oedipus's obsession with Jocasta. If the cape is an indexical signifier for Jocasta's 
body, these events constitute a sexual metaphor, as though Oedipus were entering her 
body as he thrusts a "phallic limb" (Siegel, 1979:205) into the apertures of the cape.
The manoeuvres with the cape, then, relate to Oedipus's history and state of 
mind. They connote not only sexuality but also the ability to engage with a 
conundrum and to solve it. Leatherman, for example, refers to the cape as being 
designed like a "Chinese puzzle" (1962:141). Oedipus's cape may be a signifier for 
the enigma that surrounds him, the solution to which he pursues relentlessly and 
fearlessly and which eventually causes his downfall.
Such encoding is confirmed by a phrase that occurs towards the end of the 
solo where Oedipus executes a fall backwards fi'om the knees and before reaching the 
ground converts it into a sustained fall in wide 2nd. Like its prototype seen in 'Steps 
in the Street', the back fall is an indication of an invisible force pushing the 
individual down. In the case of Oedipus, it transfers into signification of submission. 
According to both the codes of Jocasta and of Oedipus, the fall in wide 2nd is an 
acknowledgement of an error of judgement. In the context of Oedipus, this error is 
the murder of the stranger - his father Laius.
Like Jocasta, Oedipus rises, signifying that in this part of the dance his spirit 
is not entirely crushed. He directs his arm, draped in the cape, towards Jocasta, 
again indicating both the object of his desire and the origin of his birth which is also 
the source of the misfortune to come. He divests himself of the constricting garment 
in four phrases of percussive unwinding events facing Jocasta who is downstage 
right. Here he kneels in profile to the audience and recovers to a central stance with 
the still-shrouded arm pointing towards Jocasta. As Oedipus unwinds the cape he 
signifies that his courtship has been completed and indicates, too, that he will unravel 
the mystery surrounding him.
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3. (b) Oedipus and Jocasta - the duet
Genevieve Oswald has commented that "Night Journey is essentially a 
magnificent love duet with some elements of the legend very briefly portrayed at 
either end" (Oswald, 1983:44/45). This is a fair view if the duet is considered to 
comprise the male variation or solo for Oedipus, the female variation or Jocasta's 
second solo and the central duet itself. An extended duet continues throughout the 
powerful dance of the chorus and pauses with Jocasta and Oedipus in a symmetrical 
but off-centre body design in which they are enclosed by the rope (see Fig. 11). It 
concludes, after Tiresias' solo with the actions of reversal, discovery and fall.
The extended duet can dominate the work particularly in a theatrical 
performance where Jocasta and Oedipus are placed at one point relatively high on the 
bed/sculpture and are seen above the dances of The Daughters of the Night. In the 
1961 film, however, Jocasta and Oedipus are in the background during the choral 
dance and the camera appears to have been placed at such an angle that all the mid 
and low level movement for the Daughters of the Night is seen clearly. The camera 
follows the dancers who move away from the couple on the bed and the stage picture, 
therefore, omits Jocasta and Oedipus and excludes them from the action at this point 
in the film.
As Oswald (1983) observes, the central duet communicates two kinds of 
love. It shifts skilfully between sexual passion and a tender, mother-son relationship. 
Oedipus is at times commanding and strong as he dives over Jocasta as though 
coupling with her or lifts her high, supporting her on one hand with the other arm 
around her, displaying her like a trophy. At other times he seems vulnerable as 
Jocasta rocks him against her knee or cradles his head in her arms. The difference in 
age between Graham and Ross in the film accentuates the poignancy of the twofold 
relationship and emphasises the maternal rather than the erotic characterisation of the 
duet. Removed from the context of the dance as a whole and its codes, the solos and 
the central duet might be interpreted as the seduction of a young man by an older 
woman and his initiation into the arts of lovemaking.
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Figure 11: Martha Graham as Jocasta and Bertram Ross as Oedipus in Night Journey (1947) Swope 
in Leatherman, 1962:85
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The main component of the vocabulary used in the extended duet is the body 
design where both Jocasta and Oedipus are entwined in the rope. The strength and 
prescience of the union between Jocasta and Oedipus are suggested by the 
complementary shapes that they make (see Fig. 11, page 216).
3. (c) Tiresias
Tiresias is reported to have been the only individual to have experienced 
sexual intercourse as both male and female and, as a consequence, was struck blind 
by Hera who was infuriated by his pronouncement that women had the greatest share 
o f pleasure in love-making.
In compensation for his blinding, Zeus gave him "the gift of prophecy and the 
privilege of living for seven human generations" (Grimai, 1986:439-440). In relation 
to the myth of Oedipus, it was Tiresias who revealed the crimes of which Oedipus 
was unwittingly guilty and advised Creon to drive him from Thebes.
Tiresias is an ominous presence throughout Night Journey and is often 
stationary on stage, as for example in Jocasta's first solo in Episode I where he 
witnesses her despair at having to relive her past but remains implacable to her 
suffering. He performs movements selected for the sense of doom they signify. There 
is a concentration on weight that can be seen when he appears at the beginning of 
Episode I. Tiresias enters, for example, with a motif comprising walks in arabesque. 
Here he emphasises a chassé event which develops into deep plié as the body takes a 
slight turn in the direction of the working leg. The back leg lifts into a low arabesque 
with foot flexed as the body tips forwards, the long, heavy staff that he carries 
beating against the floor at that moment. The rhythmic regularity of the arabesque 
phrases made on alternate legs is augmented in Night Journey, by the portentous thud 
of the staff as the leg lifts to the back. Tiresias is an iconic signifier of an insistent 
and irrevocable force that bears down on Jocasta as he advances towards her. This 
becomes a powerful signifier in the film since Tiresias' entrance is shot on a diagonal 
plane with Jocasta turning slightly from side to side in the foreground. The two 
figures are very much related to each other through the camera angle and the sense of
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movement. In the 1979 and 1985 recorded performances, there is much more space 
between Tiresias and Jocasta and since her turns from side to side are hardly 
perceptible, she appears motionless. There is, therefore more attention on Tiresias' 
entrance and the gaze is not drawn towards Jocasta at this opening stage of the dance.
The Seer is the lynch pin in the plot of Night Journey and an important 
element in the effect of anagorisis, or "discovery." When he thrusts his left leg with 
the foot flexed between Jocasta and Oedipus, it is this action which parts them. It is 
this gesture which establishes recognition of Oedipus's identity. When Tiresias' staff 
touches the rope that supports and holds them, there is a moment of peripeteia 
(reversal) as the happiness of their union is shattered, causing their fortunes to be 
reversed and precipitating their fall.
Tiresias wears a mask that accentuates his damaged eyes and encoded 
through Tiresias it becomes an indeixcal sign that, despite his blindness, he is a 
clairvoyant. He becomes a symbol or sign proper for the Oracle at Delphi and as 
Stodelle observes of "Truth" (1984:148). Tiresias also wears a cape or cloak which is 
markedly different from Oedipus'. Dark, full-length and, draped over one shoulder, it 
shrouds his body thereby connoting a mysterious hermit or magician.
During Episode II, Tiresias makes the fateful entrance that will lead to the 
reversal in fortune of Jocasta and Oedipus and the discovery of their incest. His 
curious vaults with the staff pounding the floor have often seemed eccentric and have 
been associated with a child's pogo-stick (McDonagh, 1974:200; Siegel 1979:207; 
Alderson, 1983:114). Alderson suggests that these strange jumps "could characterize 
play" (ibid) and comments that the surprising and "startling" image forces the 
audience to reassess the effect in relation to the dance's circumstances. Thus, 
according to Alderson, the iconic signification supported by the codes in operation 
might transfer the icon of "play" into the indices of "determination," "excitement" 
and a heightened awareness of the inevitability of doom. Since the curious jumps are 
peculiar to the character of Tiresias in Night Journey, it is suggested here that they 
serve to attract the audience's attention to his mystery and special powers.
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Tiresias hands his staff to the leader of the Daughters of the Night and hurls 
himself to the floor but immediately rises again signifying the horror of his prophecy 
and the urgency with which it is to be realised. The short solo that follows features 
another image in Tiresias' movement vocabulary. After a phrase of swirling turns in 
arabesque he dives to the floor and then hauls himself upstage supported on his 
hands with his feet dragging against the floor. A similar event appears in the 
reconstructed Deep Song (1937) (see page 147). This solo was made in response to 
the women's suffering experienced during the Spanish Civil War and the body-haul 
event would be encoded according to that context.
It is interesting to speculate whether or not Graham borrowed Tiresias' body- 
haul for her reworking of Deep Song or whether it was originally part of that solo and 
was used again in Night Journey. Either way, in the context of both dances, this event 
signifies hopelessness and desperation.
There are knee crawls too in Tiresias' solo and, combined with falls and rolls 
against the floor, they signify the devastation that is to come. As Tiresias tells 
Oedipus: "The truth with all its power lives inside me" (Sophocles, 1984:179, 405). 
Preparation for the moment of anagorisis is made by varying the dynamic of the 
vault sequence. There is less force when pushing the staff against the floor and rather 
than launching himself threateningly into the air, the smaller hop becomes an iconic 
signifier of a limp, an indexical reminder of Tiresias' age and of Oedipus's real 
identity. As he walks towards the stationary couple who are leaning outwards 
supported by the rope, he throws the voluminous cape over his head and staff leaving 
the audience with little doubt about the foreboding and menacing nature of the 
situation.
The role of Tiresias in Night Joumev is, in some ways, a curious one. He is 
on stage most of the time yet the movement material is limited. There are strange 
devices such as the hops with the pogo stick and the body-haul, yet this vocabulary 
functions clearly as an iconic signifier of a harbinger of doom and of a repository of 
some awful secret or truth.
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It IS Tiresias who provides the final image in Night Journey. In Episode ffl, 
when Jocasta has pulled the rope around her neck and collapsed to the floor, he 
crosses the stage with the low arabesque and body-tilt phrases, as the prophetic staff 
reverberates in the silence.
4. The Daughters of the Night (chorus)
The convention of the chorus is, perhaps, the most familiar in association 
with Greek tragedy. The philosopher Nietzsche, for example, traced the origins of 
tragedy fi-om the legendary pre-classic chorus of satyrs. These beings were followers 
of Dionysus (see page 91) and they intoned dithyrambic songs expressing the 
"irrational sensation of the surging chaos of existence" (Draper, 1980:33).
The fifth Century Athenian playwrights gradually limited the role of the 
chorus. The first protagonist or individual actor who added speech to the dance and 
song of the chorus was the Athenian Thespis. Aeschylus added a second actor and 
when Sophocles introduced a third, the complexity of relationships between the 
actors dominated the action, reducing the role of the chorus to that of commentator. 
Euripides eroded the role of the chorus even further until it was "little more than a 
musical interlude" (Finley, 1991:105).
Leatherman remarks that in Night Journey. Graham restored the chorus to the 
modem stage "as it was used in Greek drama" (Leatherman, 1962:130). This would 
seem appropriate since the word choros in Greek means dance (Eagles in Solphocles, 
1984:20). In nf the Heart (1946) there is only one dancer representing the 
chorus. Later in riytemnestra (1958) the convention of the chorus or Furies was used 
as "embellishment" (Leatherman, ibid). In Night Journey, however, the chorus 
comprising the seven Daughters of the Night is integral to the dance.
In 1947 the concept of a female group of dancers working in unison was not a 
new one for Graham. The 1930s dances had abounded in ranks of stalwart women 
presenting a new, athletic and evolving vocabulary of movement. A reconstruction of 
'Steps in the Street' fi-om Chronicle reveals, for example, Graham s ability to make 
powerful choral material, a custom not uncommon in modem dance during the
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1930s. There were works by other choreographers that used all-female groups such as 
Hanya Holm's Tiend (1937) described by the critic John Martin as "a kind of heroic 
choric drama in which for words are substituted movement and a kind of dramatic 
expressionism" (Martin, 1961:n.p.).
The movement material for The Daughters of the Night, in Night Journey 
however embodies more than powerful unison material and emotional solidarity. Eric 
Bentley, for example commented:
the only time I have felt that this must be what the Greeks meant by a 
chorus was in Night Journey. There is nothing "literary," nothing of 
the latter-day night-shirt tradition about it. This chorus dances with an 
absolute modernity; we enjoy the twentieth century in them and at the 
same time we feel swept back two and a half thousand years (cited in 
Snyder, 1984:174).
Bentley's reference to modernism in relation to classical Greek Theatre seems very 
apt since the material for The Daughters of the Night, like much of Graham's early 
work, is stark, austere and stripped of all decoration. Comments made by the critic 
Jacques Rivière on the first performance of Le Sacre du Printemps f l913) resonate 
with qualities still appreciated today in the chorus of Night J.Qumey. He remarks that 
"here is a work that is absolutely pure. Cold and harsh, if you will, but without any 
artifices to rearrange or distort its contours" (Rivière in Copeland and Cohen, 
1983:115). It is the architectural elements of line, economy and stringency that are 
associated with ancient classical, Greek culture and classicism in general that, 
paradoxically, relate to twentieth century modernism and to the dances for Night 
Journey's female chorus. The choreography for The Daughters of the Night is 
captured with such clarity in the 1961 film that, as Mary Clarke says: "it might be 
studied by professional dancers as a demonstration of Graham technique" (Clarke, 
1962:279).
Graham uses the chorus effectively in the various parts of the dance in which 
they appear. The fact that the movement for The Daughters of the Night is visually 
striking and dramatically illustrative may be due in some measure to the syntactical
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assemblage of the various components. The vocabulary is dominated by angular body 
designs where each shape is taken to its extreme. These shapes become motifs since 
they are repeated within a phrase and the phrases are often repeated within the dance. 
Pathways of limbs take place in spatial progression so they, too, carve lines and 
circles that are clear to view. Sustained body designs are punctuated by percussive 
contractions so that these movements become doubly coded with tension.
Susan McGuire who performed as one of the Daughters of the Night in the 
1970s explained that the material danced required considerable "thrust" in the 
movements and power in the legs to "grip and to hang on." She remarked of the 
rehearsal procedure:
We used to rehearse without music and without counts so that we 
could actually time our movements to the other people's movement by 
feeling each other breathe. We rehearsed it until it was spot on and 
very, very effective because it was so together; it was like one person 
moving and that's very, very difficult (interview with Susan McGuire,
1997).
From this account, it would seem that the experience of dancing in the chorus was 
demanding and affecting and accounts in some measure for the element of unison 
being so forceful in Night .Tourney. The physical sensitivity needed to keep in unison 
and the emotional thrill of being a part of several women dancing as one results in 
the dancers communicating something of this physical and emotional intensity to the 
audience. In addition, the chorus perform striking phrases such as the four bison 
jumps seen in immediate repetition near the end of their main dance. This jump is 
usually found in a different syntax in Graham style and is better known as a travelling 
step, as discussed earlier in relation to Cortege o f Eagles (1967), where each bison 
jump is separated by a catch-step to move the body through space. Described by 
McGuire as a "killer" to do in Night Joumey, the percussive repetition of this 
predatory body design shows the dancers in profile to the audience with the upper 
body hunched forwards over the legs and arms bent sharply at the elbows with the 
palms facing downwards. The dancers jump on the spot four times in succession with
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the legs bent to the front and to the back in attitude in the air. Images such as these
presented by The Daughters of the Night help to intensify the drama and to reiterate
the calamity signified throughout the dance.
Signification of the movement presented by the chorus in Episode I changes 
according to the context in which it appears. Early in the work, after a thud from 
Tiresias' staff, the dancers rush on to the stage and their dance features a motif where 
the cupped hand is held close to the mouth. This gesture indicates the state of mind 
of these "citizens of Thebes" (Sophocles, 1984:168).
Zeus!
Great welcome voice of Zeus, what do you bring?
What world from the fold vaults of Delphi 
comes to brilliant Thebes? Racked with terror- 
terror shakes my heart
and I cry your wild cry, Apollo, Healer of Delos
I worship you in dread what now, what is your price? (ibid:
169-174)
As Jocasta paces back and forth upstage with her right arm lifted to shoulder level 
and bent sharply (see page 204), the leader of the Daughters of the Night echoes her 
walk and arm gesture downstage but moves in the opposite direction. Here, there is 
an indication of Jocasta's troubled and tormented thoughts and it is clear that the 
chorus both interacts with and comments on the action of Jocasta and Tiresias. In 
Episode I, for example, the Daughters of the Night present a phrase where there is a 
sit to the floor in contraction with the right hand held to the mouth. A release takes 
them to a standing position as the left arm flings out to the side. This is seen in 
immediate repetition twice with the final recovery converting into a circle of the right 
arm as the body turns to the side in contraction. The dancers then stagger backwards 
with the contracted (cupped) hand still held to the mouth. The signification here 
echoes that of an event made by the chorus leader earlier where, slightly behind 
Tiresias who is downstage front, she jumps with the legs bent under the body and 
with a clap o f  the hand the arms open into a wide 'V  shape signifying "the seer, the 
man o f  god./The truth lives inside him, him alone" (ibid: 175, 339/340).
223
The main choral dance of Episode II encapsulates the events and emotions 
that have already been presented in Episode I. It also forebodes the reversal and 
discovery that is to come in Episode n. The dancers enter with a lunge forwards 
followed by a lean backwards with both hands covering the eyes. This phrase is 
repeated three times and can be read through the codes of Jocasta and Oedipus as an 
iconic signifier of the horror brought about by their union. This is suggested both 
during the duet that has taken place previously and continues within the confines of 
the rope as the Daughters of the Night dance in front of the entwined couple. The 
considerable amount of knee-work performed by the dancers is accompanied by the 
upper body in deep contraction and the arms are held in contorted shapes. These 
events are combined with off-centre balances and the angularity of images such as 
these contribute to the signification of discord and despair.
The chorus in Night Joumey was also probably the first to feature a motif 
which became associated with evil prophecies in other Greek mythology-inspired 
dances such as Clytemnestra ( 195 81. Here, there is a repeated use of the contracted 
cupped hand held under or near the mouth. This gesture acts as an indexical signifier 
of fateful and unspeakable messages. When the hand is flung away in Night Joumey, 
the Daughters of the Night signify their utterance of the truth regarding Jocasta's and
Oedipus's sexual relationship.
Equally prophetic and dramatically illustrative is another event where the 
leg, raised to hip level and with the foot flexed, circles from the side to the back of 
the dancer's body. The torso makes convulsive contractions as the leg moves in a 
circular pathway. The dancers sustain the contractions in the upper body as they sink 
to the floor finishing with arms angled and the hands held in front of the eyes. Again, 
this is a potent and memorable image as the combined force of seven dancers move
as one in these percussive movement phrases.
Leatherman points out that the chorus in Night Joumgy is as integral to the 
dance as is the role of Tiresias: "their foreknowledge is equivalent to his; their 
compassion provides the catharsis” (Leatherman, 1962:130). They reflect the
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thoughts, emotions and actions of all three protagonists in Night Joumey but they 
signify, too, the torment and anguish suffered by Jocasta and Oedipus which helps to 
bring about catharsis or "a sense of emotion purged and purified thereby" (Aristotle 
cited in Hamilton, 1942:230).
In the 1961 film, the chorus wear sheath-like black dresses decorated with 
broad white bands extending vertically from the torso and surrounding the flared 
skirt. There is a head-dress of wire spirals coiling upwards signifying a supernatural 
element and the six Daughters of the Night and their leader appear at times to be 
indices for the citizens of Thebes and at others for the inexplicable forces that bring 
about the calamity and suffering that beset Jocasta and Oedipus.
5. Conclusions
The American critic Jack Anderson suggests that the dances for the 
Daughters of the Night are complete in themselves and might present a satisfactory 
"doom-ridden mood study." He asks "why not discard Oedipus, Jocasta, and the 
resounding symbols?" (Anderson, 1987:119). Krevitsky, on the other hand felt that 
Jocasta's dances were self-sufficient, remarking that Graham " might easily be able to 
tell the entire story without benefit of the actual appearance of Oedipus, or the Seer, 
or the Daughters of the Night" (Krevitsky, 1947:64). Genevieve Oswald holds yet 
another view and considers Night Joumev to be "essentially a magnificent love 
duet it might be said to be the archetype of all mating or courtship dances"
(Oswald, 1983:44/45).
Each of these readings seems justifiable and it is tempting to agree with them 
all as valid interpretations and suggestions. The morphological analysis carried out 
has shown that each component of the dance, in relation to the codes associated with 
the Oedipus myth, signifies the emotions and states that are associated with the story. 
Moreover, a similar analysis carried out on the relatively plotless Diversion of Angels
I7][n the 1985 version, the leader of the Chorus wears a white dress.
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(1948) has accounted for the drama and narrative element that is inherent in 
Grahams vocabulary and syntax. With the support of costume (and in some cases 
props) the solos, duet and the chorus dances of Night Joumey manifest connotations 
of and associations with the story of Oedipus and with Greek mythology.
However at the start of the analysis of Night Joumey made here it was shown 
that the structure of the work incorporates several features associated with the genre 
o f Greek tragedy. It is this fundamental underlying structure which invests the 
movement devices and signature motifs with signification. If this were to be removed 
or ignored and the various episodes in Night Joumey performed independently of 
each other, the dance would lose its potency and its ability to communicate the story 
of Oedipus.
Such a system operates in other Graham works that are on the same paradigm 
as Night Joumey. It is particularly clear from her notes that when she was planning 
the full-length Clytemnestra (1958) Graham was influenced by the form of Greek 
Tragedy. There are notes relating to a script on which the work was based (Graham, 
1973:245-251) and many of these relate to "The Main Parts of Tragedy" (Aristotle, 
1965:47).
The fundamental construction of both Night Jaumey and Clytemnestra is 
based, therefore, on the form used for the creation of tragic Greek plays of fifth 
century Athens. The two works share, too, a similar vocabulary and syntax and many 
of the movement devices that appear in them can be seen across a number of Graham 
dances in the tragic idiom. For example, the solos for Medea, Ariadne, Jocasta and 
Clytemnestra all feature various combinations of kicks, knee crawls, falls, bourrée 
runs, walks, movements in the bali mode, knee vibrations and so forth.
Central to each role, however, is an event which Graham refers to as the dart 
(Graham, 1973) (described here on page 204). This signature motif is seen most often 
in immediate repetition several times within a solo and is performed, at times on a 
circular pathway. In Jocasta's solo, as danced by Graham in 1961, the dart is 
presented within a turning event (see footnote page 205).
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The dart movement has particular iconic properties since the wide stride of 
the legs and the twisted torso result in a distorted alignment of the body. The arm 
position with its angled elbow and cupped hand signifies a troubled state of mind. 
The dart is a body design since it is a clear and sustained shape and it is also a 
signature motif because it appears across works in Graham's repertory.
It seems clear fi-om having watched a range of dances from Graham's 
repertory that the dart is associated particularly with the dramatic dances and is not 
seen in the lighter or comic works. Even in those dances which are primarily the site 
of a display of Graham technique such as Adorations ( 1975) or Acts of Light (1981), 
the dart does not appear. However, Graham's last recorded dance, the self-parody 
Maple Leaf Rag (1990), is an exception here. A group of male and female dancers 
perform the dart several times in immediate repetition in the final section of the 
work. Within this context, the dart is self-referential and becomes a symbol or a sign 
proper for Graham's serious and dramatic dances.
The analysis of Night Joumey made in Chapter 5 has explored how Graham 
communicates the complex narrative of the Oedipus myth through the medium of her 
integrated dance theatre approach and it has been shown that the underlying structure 
is of major importance in Graham's dances. A close examination of the vocabulary 
and syntax used in Night Joumev has revealed ways in which the movement conveys 
the moods, emotions and states of mind of the various characters that are featured in 
the work. The discussion has considered the kinds of events that appear in the dance 
and which have been used in other works with different contexts. The dart has been 
identified as a signature motif which is of particular relevance to Graham's dramatic
dances.
Chapter 6 will examine elements that constitute the two solos for Jocasta in 
Night Joumev and it will be shown how the choice of vocabulary and its manner of 
assemblage in the solos have varied over time.
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CHAPTER 6 
Graham's Variable Syntax
It has been suggested throughout this study that the dance text is not a fixed 
or stable entity either in terms of its constituent parts or in the interpretation that the 
viewer makes of it. In Chapter 3, for example, the discussion focused on the 
variations over time in Frontier - the dance vocabulary and how it is assembled.
In this thesis, syntax has been defined as the assemblage of units selected 
fi-om Graham's storehouse of components into chains of dance movement and it is 
the syntactical rules followed by Graham which determine the way in which these 
chains o f events are ordered or assembled. The study has shown that Graham evolved 
and accumulated a considerable selection of movement devices in various paradigm 
classes. In addition to the radical, economic and spare vocabulary she developed in 
her earliest years were the later Oriental borrowings made from St. Denis. 
Throughout her career, Graham has created motifs for specific characters, some of 
which became signatures of Graham's work. She has also incorporated into her 
syntax gestures reflecting natural human behaviour and movements coloured by 
animal imagery.
These disparate and even eclectic components have been welded into a 
distinctive movement system which is signature to Graham because the various units 
of movement and the order in which they appear are characteristic of her approach. It 
has been demonstrated here throughout various analyses that one of the most 
recurrent devices in Graham's syntax is her tendency for repetition. Events are seen in 
immediate repetition as in the case of the bison jump performed by the Daughters of 
the Night in Night Toumev (1947) (see page 223) or the split kicks in Frontier (1935) 
(see pages 135-136). The motif is also strongly present in Graham's work and 
becomes even more central to it when signature motifs are recognised across a
variety of works in the repertory.
Whilst it can be suggested that the vocabulary in Graham's system is fairly
stable and consistent even, perhaps, limited, there is, however, more variation in the
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way in which the movement units are assembled. On occasions Graham has added 
elements of vocabulary spontaneously to her syntax (see page 230) or varied her 
performance style to such an extent as to affect the existing syntax of a dance and 
alter its meaning (see page 231).
Graham seems always to have demonstrated a fluid approach to the syntax of 
her dances and the works which are well-known today underwent considerable 
changes over time. The popular Seraphic Dialogue (1955), for example, grew from 
Graham's solo The Triumph of Saint Joan (1951) a project that Graham could not 
develop satisfactorily despite the fact that she "worked on it valiantly" for well over 
a year (Stodelle, 1984:172). When she eventually set this dance on the company, the 
dancer Matt Turney suggests that in turning the work from a solo into a company 
vehicle, Graham altered the syntax "just enough to push each dancer to the extremity 
of their technique" and that she added, for example, "one more jump than was 
possible" (Turney in Tracy, 1996:209).
It is clear that many of Graham's works evolved through time and that she 
made changes during the first month or even year of performances of them (Lloyd, 
1949; Stodelle, 1984). A discussion of McFee's theory relating to the type and its 
tokens made in Chapter 1 (see pages 70-71) suggests that the original work can be 
known only through performances of it, and that whilst these subsequent tokens can 
be grouped according to degrees of quality, that quality is largely determined by how 
satisfactorily each token is constrained by its type. Type in McFee’s theory is best 
defined by a notated score of a dance ("notationality" 1992:97-99) and it has been 
shown in this study that there are no notated scores available of Graham works. The 
concept or possibility of such an entity as a definitive score of a Graham dance, 
however, is doubtful due to her policy of change. The Night Joumsy premiered in 
1947 at the Harvard Symposium on Music Criticism in Massachusetts, for example, 
was a different work from that performed a year later on Broadway (Lloyd, 1949: 
45). The 1961 black and white film of Night Jowmey is yet another version of the 
work and differs from the more modem productions recorded in 1979 and 1985.
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Thus, it is hard to determine which is the type giving rise to other performances of
Night Journey that are its tokens. It might be argued that the black and white film is a
type o f its own since, to date, it is the only recording of the dance available for a
wider public viewing and, despite Graham's age when it was filmed, it is regarded as
a powerful representation of the work (Horst in Soares, 1992:164; Siegel, 1979;
Clarke, 1962). It is demonstrated here (see pages 232-243) that some of the earlier
vocabulary for Jocasta's solos danced by Graham in the 1940s and 1950s was omitted
from the film and that when it was reinstated in the 1970s, another type was created
and later instantiations or performances are the tokens of this reworked type.
Graham's overall propensity for change could be disconcerting for those
working with her. It has been shown in Chapter 2, for example, that she included
Erick Hawkins into the all-female group very suddenly in 1938, thereby changing her
langue and movement system abruptly.
At times during her performing career, Graham has improvised on stage. May
O'Donnell recounts, for example, how, without prior preparation, Graham introduced
the baby rocking gesture in Appalachian Sprigs. (1944):
As the Pioneer Woman, I was sitting on the veranda of Noguchi's set 
and looking out into the endless horizon. Suddenly, Martha, who had 
just finished her duet with Erick, rushed up to the veranda, and, as I 
stood up to give her the seat, she looked at me and surprisingly 
offered me an invisible object. I played along with her and accepted it 
as I took it in my arms.
After the performance, I said, "Martha, as a bride, you did not 
have time to have a baby." Martha replied, "May, that is my dream 
child." I nodded, and fi-om that time on, in each performance of 
Appalachian Spring, the dream baby was placed in my arms 
(O’Donnell, 1991: 22).
Graham spontaneously turned the serious Acrobats of God (I960) into a comedy on 
its first public performance. When the curtain went up and the music started, "the 
audience began to laugh" (McDonagh, 1974:261) and Graham reacted accordingly.
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Paul Taylor recounts the dancers' experiences during the premiere of the 
dance and refers in particular to the duet that Graham did with David Wood:
She just completely did an about-face and camped the whole role up.
Everybody ate it up. Poor David [Wood] didn't know what was
going on. He wasn't surprised because Martha was known for her
spontaneity on stage You had to either cover for Martha, or go
along, or be her straight man (Taylor in Tracy, 1996: 243).
These examples of sudden changes in signification have taken place at 
different times and under different circumstances in Graham's career. It has been 
suggested in Chapter 2 that her creative development burgeoned and waned 
according to shifts within her personal life. In the 1940s, the movement system was 
still evolving and the sudden interpolation of a new element of vocabulary in 
Appalachian Spring is not unexpected. As an iconic signifier, the baby rocking 
gesture was a surprise to O'Donnell but it resonates with the similar arm rocking 
gestures in Frontier (1935) discussed in Chapter 3 (see page 136). The links between 
the solo Frontier and the company work Appalachian Spring have been noted here 
and it is possible that, during a performance of the later work, Graham's muscle 
memory took over and prompted her to add the extra (perhaps superfluous) 
signification to the Bride's material.
By the time she made Acrobats of God (1960) Graham's performing abilities 
had deteriorated and her personal and creative life were troubled at this time 
(McDonagh, 1974; Tracy, 1996). However, the "about-face" that Graham made 
during the first performance of Acrobats of God arose from her response to the 
audience's reading of the dance at that time. Graham had developed her role as a 
serious one and the dancers had worked on the principle that "she was this great, 
mystical magician-type who was pulling strings, ominously; we were her little 
dancing puppets" (Taylor in Tracy, 1996:243). However, Graham was prepared to 
accept the audience's reaction and she played along with them when they found the
dance amusing.
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In the context of the repertory that Graham presented to audiences in the 
1960s - dominated as it was by the paradigm of dramatic, narrative dances - Acrobats 
of (jod presented signification of a different type. All the signifiers in the work from 
the tuneful and sprightly music score, the musicians seated on stage with their 
mandolins, the bright mauve costumes for the dancers to Graham herself in a figure- 
hugging tube constricting her movement, suggest a light and humorous tone which 
contrasts markedly with her darker works.
There are incidences of the tendency that Graham had towards making 
changes in vocabulary and syntax which relate to the performance history of Night 
Joumey (Lloyd, 1947:44; McDonagh, 1974:200). The Notebooks demonstrate a 
variable syntax for this dance since they include early and later versions of the two 
major solos for Jocasta: Solo 1 which takes place in Episode I, and solo 2 ('Dance 
with Leaves') which is performed in Episode U of Night Joumey.
Although there is no indication of the dates to which these alternative 
versions belong (Graham, 1973:156/8 and 371/3), there are revealing comparisons to 
be made between the vocabulary and syntax used in the 1961 film with the notes that 
appear in The Notebooks for both versions of these solos (see Diagram 4-.versions 1 
and 2, page 233).
Of the two versions each of solos 1 and 2 recorded in Thg-NotgbQOks, the 
first appears under 'Fragments for Solo Dances' (156/8) and the second under 
'Additional Notes for Night Journey' (371/373) (see Appendix C). Solo I, as noted by 
Graham corresponds to the vocabulary and syntactical ordering seen in the 1961 film 
version of this solo danced by Graham and analysed in Chapter 5 of the study. It is 
interesting to note, however, the differences between the various versions of these 
solos in relation to what is written about them in The Notebooks, in Graham's 
autobiography (1991) and to what appears in the 1961 film or in later recordings. For 
example, in relation to the opening image of Solo 1, Graham gives the following
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Diagram 4 : Two versions of Jocasta's solo 1 from 
Night Joumey ( 1947)
b.d. 1.
A  from sitting posture, 
lift foot "as in scream"
b.d.2
still in sitting posture 
place right leg in front 
of body in fourth
b.d.3 
rise through 
contraction to 
standing and lift 
right leg high with 
foot in hand
B two falls in wide 2nd
3 back shoulder falls cave turn
Version 2
b.d. 1.
lying on right side, 
left arm and 
leg lifted
b.d. 2.
kneel in arabesque 
left leg high
b.d. 3.
backbend from 
kneeling
b.d.4.
rise with high kick
B 1 fall in wide 2nd
two back falls wandering tipping run
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description in Blood Memory:
...Jocasta kneels on the floor at the foot of the bed and then she rises 
with her leg held close to her breast and to her head, and her foot way 
beyond her head, her body open in a deep contraction. I call this the 
vaginal cry; it is the cry from her vagina. It is either the cry for her 
lover, her husband, or the cry for her children (Graham, 1991:214).
A similar event appears in the list of movement components in Graham's Notebooks 
for version 1 of solo 1 in Night Joumey :
On high note turns - on back - lifts foot as in scream - 
comes to 4th r in front on floor 
Rises into stretch -
r.foot in hand - brings leg down - (Graham 1973:157)
It is this phrase (see Diagram 4:A of version 1) which is performed in both recorded 
performances (1979 and 1985) available at the New York Public Library for 
Performing Arts. According to Ethel Winter when she took over the role of Jocasta in 
the 1970s, she revised this solo in accordance with notes she found written on the 
music score.
I did change it [Night Joumey] to what a lot of 
the notes read on the music. Particularly in the first
dance I put back some of the more difficult things in
terms of having to do more movement (Winter in 
Nuchtem, 1976:58).
A different instruction is listed for this first image in the 'Additional Notes' for Night 
Joumey and it is this phrase that is seen in the film (see Diagram 4:A of version 2):
High note -1. arm lifted
turn into arabesque on r.knee 1. up.
(I) Sway back on both knees into back bend - 
cross 1. in front to kneel & rise with wide extension of 
r. leg.
bringing it sharply down. (Graham 1973.371)
The material for phrase A of version 1 as reintroduced by Winter, appears to 
comprise three events which might be divided into two phrases or even one single 
phrase that moves fast in time and space. Phrase A of version 2 as danced by Graham
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in the 1961 recording, on the other hand, is different in the selection of components 
and in the way in which they are assembled. In version 1, for example, the lifting of 
the foot "as in scream" and subsequent rise from the floor with "r. foot in hand" 
permits few pauses since it requires a powerful use of the contraction in the upper 
and lower torso as well as organically initiated energy.
The four body designs of version 2 that appear in the 1961 film (see Diagram 
3, page 202) are clear shapes held in time and space. However, the backbend requires 
the use of a sustained contraction in the pelvis in order to allow its gradual progress 
towards the floor and the "wide extension" of the right leg is similar to the 
"contraction with kick" discussed on page 236. The events or body designs of version 
1 are linked through transitional movement thus producing a sustained link between 
one event and another. On the other hand, the events of phrase A of version 1 are 
initiated by the more violent muscular process of the contraction and release.
The body designs of version 2 may have afforded greater clarity for the 
purposes of film technique. The organic and dramatic event of version 1, where the 
foot is lifted "as in scream," means that the body has to rise swiftly from a supine 
position and consequently may not have as much visual clarity on camera. Such an 
event, implies faster, less defined movement. The leg gesture that sweeps upwards is 
initiated by the contraction and the whole event is swift and transitory.
Graham may have made these changes due to the limitations of age since she 
was in her sixties when Night Joumey was filmed. Winter claims that Graham had 
slowed the dance down and that she had tried to get back some of the original 
vocabulary of this first solo (Winter in Nuchtem, 1976:58). For example after phrase 
A of version 2 of the solo. Winter claims that Graham used to do two falls in wide 
second rather than the one that she does in the film and the notes confirm this 
(1973:157 and 371). Phrase A followed by two falls demands greater flexibility and 
strength than does phrase A followed by one fall as performed in version 2 by 
Graham in the film. It can be seen from the 1979 and 1985 recordings that the 
syntactical combination of phrase A plus the two falls, acts as an effective signifier of
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Jocasta s desperation. The first image of the leg thrown upwards is powerful and it 
presents iconic signification of a scream increasing in volume and the two falls that 
follow emphasise Jocasta's despair.
In both sets of notes for the solo Graham mentions "Runs with tip" [version 
1] (ibid: 157) or "wandering tipping run" [version 2] (ibid:371). This last phrase is 
shown as a run with a kick as the torso tips slightly away from the raised leg. It seems 
to appear several times in the 1961 film. However, according to the Notebooks in 
addition to the "Runs with tip," there is another kick event. Since there is a reference 
to, "2 high contraction kicks" (ibid: 157) and "High contraction kick with left" 
(ibid:371). Although it is difficult to decipher the differences between these various 
kick events in the 1961 film version of the solo, it is possible to see in the 1979 and 
1985 recordings that the "runs with tip" are presented with the kicking leg slightly 
bent as the torso tilts backwards.
The "high contraction kicks" are made with the torso hollowed in contraction 
over the raised leg and an accompanying arm gesture that brushes against the raised 
leg. Very similar kick events can be seen in the syntax for Clytemnestra's solos 
(1958) and both "runs with tip" and "high contraction kicks" are virtuoso events that 
convey a sense of dramatic, desperate urgency. Both these kicks are signature motifs 
and when they are seen in the context of plotless dances such as AgtS-OTLlght (1981), 
they retain their grand sweep since they are powerful shapes which register as body 
designs, and in addition, they have qualities of spatial progression as they cut arcs
and circles through space.
In the 1961 film the difference between these two kick motifs is hardly
noticeable since Graham barely touches the raised leg and the torso is only slightly 
hollowed, suggesting but not producing the contraction. The lack of clear difference 
between the"wandering tipping run" phrase and the "contraction with kick" event 
could be due to Graham's age and declining performance powers although the 
encoding of both the "run" phrase and the "contraction with kick" produces 
signification of the fear and misfortune suffered by Jocasta. It is interesting to note
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that the preponderance of kicks in this solo, whether they are presented in the 
wandering tipping runs, the high contraction kicks" or as in the opening phrase of 
version 1, have been described by Terry, on two separate occasions, as being 
appropriate signifiers of Jocasta's predicament. He writes of the first performance of 
Night Joumey in 1947:
A leg sweeps high, the figure is suspended for a moment, the limbs 
part and the body simultaneously sinks and falls to the floor in 
majestic despair, in full prostration. (Terry, 1978:187)
This description corresponds to the opening phrase of Jocasta's solo as noted 
by Graham for version 1. It is this phrase which is danced in the 1979 and 1985 
recordings following Winter. Here Jocasta "lifts foot as in scream" (Graham, 
1973:157).
Writing again about NighUoumey in 1953 , Terry remarks:
In that sweeping kick which culminates in a combined sinking and 
falling movement - an oft-repeated pattem in this work - Jocasta's 
majestic despair was symbolized, distilled (Terry, 1978:276).
Thus, according to Terry, a syntax which includes the kick device and the wide 2nd 
fall in the context of Night Joumev communicates convincingly the circumstances of 
Jocasta's suffering. Graham's 1961 performance of Jocasta's first solo with its 
modifications, then, still contains enough signification to express the extent of 
Jocasta's suffering.
At the end of her first solo Jocasta travels towards Tiresias by way of a 
contraction in the pelvis and torso. The upper body is then lowered on to one knee 
and the weight transfers through to the other knee before she falls forwards on to 
Tiresias's staff. This is an iconic signifier of surrender and abasement as Jocasta 
gradually prostrates herself in recognition of her plight and in supplication against it. 
However, versions 1 and 2 have different syntactical ordering for the way in which
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Jocasta chmbs on to the bed and completes her solo. For version 1, Graham lists;
Rise
Back shoulder falls
3X-
on 3rd one rise with wide Cave tum-
Run to bed -
Fall on bed (Graham, 1973:157)
Version 2 is similar but there are two back shoulder falls rather than the three of 
version 1 (see Diagram 4:C versions 1 and 2:). Three successive back shoulder falls 
convey an obsessive or even driven effect. Graham may have taken different 
decisions on how she wanted to present the character of Jocasta in 1961 and 
eliminated one fall in the solo in order to make her seem more vulnerable and less 
obsessive. Instead of the wide cave turn there are two "wandering tipping runs - st.r 
& 1" (ibid:372 ) (see Diagram 4:C of versions 1 and 2). This omission may be due to 
Graham's age or again it might reflect a change in the way she wanted to present 
Jocasta's plight. The cave turn is a signature motif developed for Cave of the Heart 
made the year before Night Joumey. It is a tum on a straight leg with the other in a 
high arabesque penchée. The upper body plunges towards as the head dives in 
opposition to the leg which is raised high to the back. This dramatic event helps to 
convey extreme emotion. The encoding of the motif varies according to the specific 
context in which it is used and it can express joy and happiness or hate and jealousy. 
The "wandering tipping runs" that replace the cave tum in the 1961 performance 
signify uncertainty and confusion and are, perhaps, a more subtle evocation of 
Jocasta's despair.
On the other hand the encoding of the cave tum signature motif in Night 
Joumey indicates the tension between wifehood and motherhood. It is a powerful 
signifier as can be seen from the 1979 and 1985 recordings and a more spectacular 
event than the indirect, uncertain wandering tipping runs, yet both elements within 
the syntax of Jocasta's solo convey different aspects of her character and situation.
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Both versions of the solo end with a fall on to the fateful bed. There are no 
specific notes on this since for version 1 there is "Fall on bed" (ibid;157) and version 
2 calls for a fall in "semi-kneel" (ibid). Graham writes of certain "small mysteries" in 
relation to the ending of solo 1 that had to be explained to dancers taking over the 
role of Jocasta:
 Jocasta falls to the floor, then rises to rush wildly about the stage,
throwing herself on her hands, on the bed. She then sinks to the floor, 
driving to get under the bed, trying to hide from the knowledge that is 
too much for her (Graham, 1991:214)
The "wandering tipping runs" appear in all three recordings of Night .Joumey but the 
final phrases of solo 1 as described by Graham (1991) do not take place in any of 
these recorded performances. There is no obvious point at which Jocasta tries to get 
under the bed or when she "tries to crawl" under it (ibid). At the end of Jocasta's first 
solo in the 1961 film only the upper half of Graham's body can be seen. She flings 
the stole of her costume across the bed and then climbs on to it face down and turns 
on to her back.
The notes for version 1 of the first solo give only a sketch of this last action 
["Run to bed - /Fall on bed"] (1973:157) and since the 1979 and 1985 recordings are 
closer to Graham's original notes, it is suggested that the vocabulary and syntax of 
this particular phrase was adapted by Winter when she took over the role. In the later 
recordings, the dancer falls from the cave tum and catches the weight against the bed. 
With the legs in parallel first, she is on half toe and the body makes a slight arch 
backwards. She sinks to the floor whilst still holding on to the bed and the 
signification could be that Jocasta is trying to get under the bed to hide from her 
misery. She rolls forwards from the crouching position and up on to the bed face 
down. She lifts one leg over it, followed by the other and then tums over to her back.
In the 1961 film it is difficult to make out how Graham accomplishes this last 
image as it is not altogether clearly shown and there is little emphasis on the 
signification of level. On the other hand, the recordings of the stage performances of
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Night Joumey were made from a distance and this enables the viewer to appreciate 
the drama of this moment. Jocasta's plunges from high to low can be seen and it is 
possible to register the body's changes in shape and direction as the dancer moves 
against and on the bed.
For Graham's performance in 1961, the camera focuses on her upper body 
and she is seen from two different angles. This close-up view shown from one side 
and then the other emphasises the agonised arching o f her body and her facial 
expression. These are also powerful signifiers although they achieve their effect less 
through Graham's movement than from imaginative filming technique.
Another incidence of Graham's variable syntax in Night Joumey can be seen 
in solo 2, 'Dance with leaves'. In version 1 of this solo (1973:158), there is a phrase 
where Jocasta opens and closes her knees as though inviting Oedipus "into the 
privacy of her body" (Graham 1991:214). After a "Little accented walk to st. L./Sit 
on chair-legs up" (Graham, 1973:158), the first phrase is repeated and Jocasta makes 
the opening and closing event twice. This repeat of the phrase is omitted from the 
instructions for version 2 in Graham's notes (ibid:373). Nevertheless, it reappears in 
the 1961 film version as listed originally by Graham for version 1 of solo 2 due, 
perhaps to the fact that it is an important signifier.
In the film, Graham does not use the step draw signature motif as she 
specifies in the notes for versions 1 and 2 of the solo (see Diagram 5, page 241). The 
step draw signature motif is a long stride with the working leg to the side of the body 
and the other bent leg is drawn in towards it. The body is pulled up very high on the 
supporting side to allow the working leg to be pulled in against the ground, Graham 
makes what appears to be the "little accented walk" listed for version 1 as a substitute 
for the two step draw signature motifs. Rather than ending with a "Sit on chair" as 
listed for version 2 (ibid:373), she makes the "repeat movement opening and closing 
knee 2X" as originally specified for version 1. She follows this with another pitch M l
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Diagram 5 : Three versions of Jocasta's solo 2 (Dance with leaves) 
from Night Joumey (1947)
Solo as listed by Graham for version 1
A Arabesque fall, place r. leaf on floor 
Sit-
opening of knee 2X
B {2 step draws facing back 
2X {
{Little accented walks to st I
Sit on chair - legs up .ri - -  :
repeat movement opening knee 2X
(1 9 7 3 ,1 #
Solo as listed by Graham for version 2
A  Take pitch fall to floor cnx. & recover to sit
body facing front . ,
both knees together
branch in 1. hand to 1. ...... -,
c^ )en T - knee, passing branch to r.
2X
jB st^draw
vralk
step draw 
walk' 
sit on cbair
End' ( 1 ^ : 3 #
Solo as danced by Graham in 1961 film
A  Pitch fell in arabesque
Sit on floor
Opening of knee and p^ fcssir^  o f  brai^h in 
Rise
#  Small walks back to 'stool' (could be 'accenW m W
Sit on stool
Opening and closing o f knee 2X
Pitch fall and sit on floor at the feet of Oedipus
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in arabesque and finishes in a sitting posture at the feet of Oedipus.
The 1961 film version of solo 2, therefore, follows yet another syntax. 
Graham dances an assemblage of events drawn from both versions 1 and 2 o f solo 2, 
'Dance with Leaves' (see Diagram 5, page 241). Her presentation of this dance in 
1961 includes some components listed for version 2 o f the dance but includes, too, 
borrowings from the paradigmatic store of components listed in The Notebooks for 
version 1 of this second solo.
The later recordings (1979 and 1985) feature a similar syntax for 'Dance with 
Leaves' as danced by Graham in the film. However, the "little accented walks," which 
are idiosyncratic to Graham, have been replaced by a more standard event from 
Graham's vocabulary. Here, there is a slight lift of the leg in parallel as the supporting 
leg, also in parallel, sinks into a fondu and the arms are held low to the sides of the 
body. Winter explains that she learnt Jocasta's role from a film and with help from 
Bertram Ross (Winter in Nuchtem, 1976:58-61). She may have found it difficult to 
read Graham's "accented walks" and adapted them into a later vocabulary with more 
more familiar movement.
The versions of Jocasta's two solos danced in the 1979 and 1985 recordings 
may follow Winter although she claims that most of her revisions were concentrated 
on the first solo. She remarks, "if you can get through that first dance you can get 
through the rest" (Winter in Nuchtem, 1976). This suggests that the added 
complexity o f her revisions in Jocasta's first solo replaces some of the lost 
signification that helps to set 'Dance with leaves' (solo 2) in a different context. The 
first solo in its original form shows the agonised suffering and desperation of 
Jocasta's predicament and counterbalances, therefore, the gentler more submissive 
side of her nature as shown in solo 2. Solo 1 as danced by Graham in 1961 reveals 
the more vulnerable aspect of Jocasta's character and this altemative interpretation 
may stem from the fact that Graham presents the role of Jocasta as a more mature 
personality than she would have done at an earlier stage in her career.
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In addition to the several differences noted in tlie synlagm that Oialiani 
herself danced in Jocasta's solos in recorded performances of Night Journey, there 
were differences, too, in the execution of Oedipus' pas de chat leaps during the 
major solo in episode U. In the 1961 film Ross made his leaps with the legs in 
parallel but the male dancers in 1979 and 1985 turned the pas de chat out from the 
hip. The more balletic version of the jump makes Oedipus seem less commanding 
and more vulnerable in his courtship scene with Jocasta.
Despite Graham's age when it was filmed and the less demanding vocabulary 
she dances, the 1961 film of Night Journey seems more powerful than the recordings 
o f the dance in performance. The 1979 and 1985 recordings that I saw in New York 
were made from a considerable distance and were not very clear and it may be unfair 
to judge the effect of a live performance from them. Overall, however, the work 
viewed within the frame of the proscenium arch seemed diminished. The stage space 
appeared to dwarf the movement rather than enhance it. Even the dances for the 
Daughters o f the Night were not as convincing as they are in the film but this could 
be due to the blurred quality of the recording which robbed the movement of its 
pungency and clarity.
Two of the key analyses made in the study have concentrated on material 
made by Graham for herself to dance in Frontier (1935) and the solos for Jocasta in 
Night Journey. There has also been considerable discussion of the movement system 
used in solos made for dancers other than Graham and of material created for groups 
o f dancers in Diversion of Angels (1948) and Night Joumey (1947). From looking at 
different recordir^s of these works over time and from comments made by dancers 
who have performed in them over the years, it seem clear that there is more stability 
in Diversion o f  Angels and in the material for Night Journey that was not made by
Graham for herself.
Diversion of Angels was created at a time when Graham had developed her 
movement system almost completely. The work features signature motifs introduced 
in earlier dances and used by Graham in her works over time. Many of them have
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become part of standard Graham classwork. Even so, there has inevitably been some 
change in or modification of the dances in Diversion o f Angels. The work has 
changed over the years as demonstrated in the discussion on the solo for the woman 
in white in chapter 1. Mary Hinkson comments too:
When Pearl [Lang] ["The Girl in Red"] dashed onto the stage 
and plunged into that famous body tilt her hair literally touched my 
ankle. It was so daring. Unfortunately, through the years this 
wonderful body plunge has been watered down to a leg extension 
(Hinkson in Tracy, 1996:192).
It has been noted in Chapter 3 that choreographers have to adjust the vocabulary and 
syntax for dancers when roles are taken over. Whilst Hinkson comments on later 
dancers' unsatisfactory execution of the body plunges in Diversion of Angels, she has 
commented on her own difficulties when she inherited the role of the woman in 
white from its original exponent, Natanya Neuman.
In the original choreography the opening sequence involved
melting to the floor from the same standing leg to the knee. My knee 
could never, ever do that. Consequently, in each run - through when 
we got to that point, I just stood there (Hinkson in Tracy, 1996:192).
According to Hinkson Graham was very uncompromising and was not prepared, at 
that time, to adjust the choreography for new dancers taking over roles. A member of 
the company, Yuriko (Kikuchi) helped Hinkson to "iron out the creases" in what she 
had "come up with to dance in the space of those four measures" (ibid).
Despite minor differences of this kind and some costume alterations along the 
way (McGehee in Tracy, 1996:134) Diversion p f  Angels has remained relatively 
stable over the last three decades although there are changes in what is danced and in 
performance style (see pages 74-75). McGehee claims that in the 1990s performances 
o f Diversion of Angels "there are so many little meanings that are gone" (McGehee 
in Tracy, 1996:134). Susan McGuire also states that there is a relevé after the entry 
phrases and before the arabesque turn event in the solo for the woman in white (see
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Diagram i:A, page 54) . Whilst this relevé appears m me iv/o  recoramg ot me suiu 
for the woman in white it is omitted in the recording of the 1991 performance.
Although recorded performances of Diversion of Angels made in 1976 and 
1991, reveal slight differences in vocabulary and syntax and in performance styles, it 
was demonstrated in Chapter 1 that there is sufficient signification in tlie way the 
movement is danced in the 1991 recording o f Diversion of Angels to communicate 
meaning to the viewer. The work continues to resonate with signification relating to 
romantic love, physical virtuosity and unbounded space.
In terms of the vocabulary and syntax danced and in relation to personal 
performance style Diversion of Angels is more stable than early works like Frontier. 
Diversion of Angels is a dance that comprises a mature Graham movement system 
which draws constantly closer to a late twentieth century reading of ballet. Diversion 
o f Angels is, therefore, easier to pass on to new performers who may be trained more 
commonly in ballet as well as in Graham technique.
On the other hand, an idiosyncratic solo such as Frontier demands a greater 
understanding o f Graham’s lost personal movement style of the 1930s than of her 
jater, more codified movement system.
It was shown in Chapter 3 that considerable changes had taken place in 
Frontier over time and that some of these had occurred as different performers 
inherited Graham's role. There is very little vocabulary in Frontier that has been 
absorbed into the paradigmatic storehouse of Graham's system. The fankick signature 
m otif discussed in Chapter 3 (see pages 132 and 138) is the exception as it is used in 
several dances including Appalachian Spring (Hinkson in Tracy, 1996:188). Emntier 
comprises a vocabulary and syntax that is individual to Graham and to her specific 
way o f dancing: her physique, personality and the technique she evolved on her own 
body. Her movement system had developed to a certain stage in the late 1930s but it 
was a period of transition and many of the characteristics and qualities of this time 
were lost because Graham and her work moved on.
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Consequently, late twentieth century peribiniances of f  rontier rnay have 
taken on a more dancerly and trained aspect at the expense of its earthiness because 
the performers who come after Graham cannot be expected to capture her sense of 
personal style, Graham's emphasis on weight set against the sharp attack of the kick 
events, her clean transitions between body designs or events, her stillness and 
command of space are distinguishing characteristics which are hard, if not 
impossible, for other dancers to reproduce in the same way.
The most striking variations in vocabulary and syntax can be found, then, in 
Frontier (1935) or, as demonstrated earlier in this chapter, in the solos for Jocasta
In relation to variations in syntagm, Night Journey is similar, but in different 
ways, to both Frontier and Diversion of Angels. The solos for Jocasta are related to 
Graham's individual way of moving although the vocabulary and syntax belong to a 
later development of her system. Made a year earlier than Diversion of Angels, it has 
been shown in Chapters 2, 5 and 6 that the work includes several signature motifs 
which appear in many Graham works. Some of these movements were, in the 1960s, 
and still are, the common currency of the technique class. Dancers such as Winter 
witnessed Graham perform in her prime and could, therefore, reproduce her 
movement system and even resurrect lost events. It is conceivable, therefore, that 
Graham-trained performers assimilate more naturally the vocabulary and syntax of 
dances such as Night Joumev and Diversion of Angek. Roles in works like Frontier, 
where there is a more idiosyncratic vocabulary and syntax, are likely to be a greater 
challenge for the dancers who inherit them.
Although there are variations over time in the vocabulary and syntax of 
Graham dances, these differences occur within the parameters of a system with clear 
paradigmatic categories. The notion of a system in Graham's work applies 
particularly to the post-1930s works and it is the established rules and distinctive 
characteristics of Graliam's work which sometimes prompted dancers to leave her 
company. They often do so in order to find their own vocabulary and syntax. Dancers
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such as Jane Dudley, Sophie Maslow and Anna Sokolow would try to avoid using 
any of Graham's movement or any of her technique in their own work. Dudley 
commented that she did not stay long enough with Graham to be too immersed in her 
movement system and performance style, "you were a creative dancer. Her training 
taught you how to move in a strong and meaningftil way. You worked from that" 
(interview with Jane Dudley, 1997). Elisa Monte also remarks: "I found it very hard 
to work with her [Graham] as her tool because I didn't want to imitate her way of 
moving" (Monte in Tracy, 1996: 298).
Yet many of Graham's dancers have found freedom in the work as Capucilli 
comments: "I feel what is important is not whether a step is this way or that way, but 
to continually hold on to what Martha has given me, moulded on me and created in 
me" (Capucilli in Tracy, 1996:309).
This chapter has focused on a discussion of the changing nature of Graham's 
vocabulary and variations in the way that she assembles elements o f it. Whilst there 
is continuity in the way that individual dances feature repetition of movement devices 
and in the appearance of events and motifs across works in Graham's repertory, it can 
also be seen that Graham has often altered the combination of what is danced.
It has been shown throughout the thesis that changes have occurred in the 
works according to the different decisions Graham has made about her dances and 
the way they should look. At times Graham has responded spontaneously to her own 
feelings about a work or sensed the reactions of her audience and at others there has 
been a more gradual mutation as training methods have developed and attitudes to
the dancing body have shifted.
The transformations in Graham's work that have come about result in the 
works being read differently. Audience reception does not remain static and the 
works are read now in relation to new codes. These codes are informed by the 
different contexts in which works may be seen and, often, by the degree o f individual 
experience in viewing other Graham dances. As observed throughout the thesis, the
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viewer's perspective can be radically altered when influenced by having watched a 
range of work made over time.
The analyses carried out here of Diversion of Angels (1948), Frontier (1935) 
and Night Journey (1947) reveal that it is unlikely that any of these dances constitute 
an original type. Modifications in the vocabulary danced and variations in the way it 
is assembled have arisen fi*om decisions taken by Graham herself or by her dancers. It 
has also been established in this study that there is a Graham langue and that the 
vocabulary and syntax constitute a clear sense of system.
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CHAPTER 7 
Conclusions
The thesis has shown that concepts derived from structuralism and semiotics 
can be adapted and applied usefully to dance analysis. Chapter 1 introduced a 
methodological system based on the work of theorists such as Ferdinand de Saussure, 
Charles Peirce and Roland Barthes and semiotic theory formed the foundations of an 
analytical model. This model was applied to an examination of the ways in which 
Graham's work Diversion of Angels (1948) communicates meaning to the viewer. A 
semiotic reading of the dance revealed the many strands within it and showed that, 
whilst it is essentially plotless, narrative characteristics emerge when various codes 
are applied to it. Thus, a work that at first sight seemed to be based on pure 
movement became a dance where the vocabulary and syntax communicate stories 
about three women with different personalities and emotions.
Concepts developed through structuralism were also useful in other ways. 
Borrowing from Saussure's terminology, Graham's overall aesthetic was identified as 
a sub-langue within the overarching genre or langue of modem dance. Using a 
structuralist system of analysis, it was possible to classify the heterogeneous 
characteristics of Graham's choreographic style into different paradigms or 
categories. The classification took place at several levels. This began with a broad 
division of the repertory into dances in the modes of tragedy, comedy or plot-free and 
extended into an examination of Graham's approach to dancers, costume, props, 
accompaniment and so forth. The most detailed examination of Graham's sub-langue 
in the study took place at the level of the movement system itself. The analyses 
carried out focused on the various elements in Graham's storehouse of movement 
components and the ways in which she assembled these elements into concrete
utterances of dance material.
For the morphological analysis of the movement system, linguistic analysis 
was again drawn upon. The terms vocabulary and syntax were identified as being
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appropriate for the various units ot movement recognised as possib le m um bm n a 
system (vocabulary) and their combination into chains of dance (syntax). Using 
structuralist methodology and considering the usefulness of existing dance 
scholarship to this study (Kaeppler, 1972; Bartenieff, 1984; Jordan, 1986), various 
categories were defined in Graham's system from which the units of movement have 
been chosen. In identifying the polykinetic event as the smallest possible unit of 
movement recognised in Graham's system, it was suggested that an instigating breath, 
impulse or walk is read by the viewer together with the shape that follows, hi other 
words, events in Graham dance are treated as contiguous body-part movements rather 
than isolated gestures.
Central to Graham's system is the body design (Preston-Dunlop, 1983) since 
many of the movements characteristic of her style are clearly defined shapes that are 
held in time and space. Repetition of body designs, sometimes seen in varying forms 
within a work, result in the preponderance of the motif in Graham dance. This aspect 
o f Graham's work became clear during the analysis of the solo for the woman in 
white from Diversion of Angels (see Fig.l and Diagram 1, pages 53 and 54). Further 
research into Graham's repertory has shown that a version of this particular body 
design can be seen in works such as El Penitente ( 1940). A photograph of Graham as 
the 'Mary' figure shows her in a body design that is similar to the motif in Diversion 
of Angels (Morgan, 1980:94). However, Graham's arms are held at shoulder level in 
m  angular position. This shape is reflected in the motif as danced in 1976, whereas 
by 1991 the shape in the arms has become more circular or oval (see Fig. 1, page 53 
and Appendix D).
Certain motifs which appear across a variety of works in Graham's repertory 
and in different dances over time were characterised in this study as signature motifs. 
Many of these signature motifs have become codified within Graham’s system, not 
always in a terminology of which she approved. For example, it was shown in the 
thesis that Graliam herself referred most often to the "half split fall" as the "fall in 
wide 2nd" or "wide 2nd fall." Late in life, however, she called this movement the
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"wide split fall" (1991:214) which suggests that, by the end of her life, she had 
accepted the synchronic or current terminology for this signature motif.
Some signature motifs do not appear as often in Graham class work as others. 
For instance, the dramatic, two-dimensional dart signature motif (pages 204 and 226- 
227). This is not mentioned often, for example, in writings on Graham's technique 
(Helpem 1991; Hodes 1996). There is, however, a reference to a "Clytemnestra turn" 
(Horosko, 1991:162). This appears to refer to the dart performed within a turning 
event.
The study showed, too, that theory relating to spatial indices was found to be 
helpful in defining both the physical and illusory properties of Graham's movement. 
In addition to the body design already discussed, the study shows that concepts such 
as spatial projection and spatial progression (Preston-Dunlop, 1983) are particularly 
useful in the analysis of Graham's movement. For example, despite the fact that many 
of Graham's movements are read as linear or even angular, it is maintained here that 
some linear movements carve illusory arcs and circles through space. This could be 
seen clearly in the space scanner gesture from Frontier where the arm is held 
forwards from the shoulder (see pages 133-34).
Spatial tension and spatial projection are helpful in accounting for certain 
qualities of tension and counter tension in Graham's movement. These terms are 
particularly appropriate when applied to the principles of contraction and release. The 
primacy of spatial indices in Graham's work confirms the fact that her movement 
system carves and strikes into or sculpts the space within and around the body.
The two major strands of the methodology, semiotic reading and 
morphological investigation, were found to be mutually supportive and an analytical 
approach incorporating these two elements was used throughout the study. Analyses 
in Chapters 1 and 4 of Diversion of Angels (1948); in Chapter 3 of Erontkr (1935) 
and in Chapter 5 of Night Journey (1947) showed the usefulness of this system as a 
tool. Allied to semiotic theory, and, using other aspects of linguistic theory too, such 
as vocabulary and syntax, the methodology outlined in Chapter 1 for the analysis of
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Graham's movement made it possible to discuss the various components of the 
dances in relation to the meaning that they manifested within the individual context 
of the work. During analysis of the solo for the woman in white from Diversion of 
Angels, for example, the movements in the solo were analysed in terms of the various 
codes identified as operating within the work. Such an approach revealed the richness 
of texture in both movement and meaning in Graham's dances.
Barthes' post-structuralist cultural criticism (1977) was particularly useful in 
addressing issues of interpretation. Theories relating to this critical approach helped 
to open up an enquiry into the different ways in which a dance may be read. His 
identification of the work as text was used to show that Graham's dances can be 
analysed and viewed according to various interpretations made of them over the 
years. For example, during the discussion in Chapter 5 on the back fall (pages 206- 
207) it was shown that Chronicle (1936), created as a dance in response to the 
horrors of war can also be read as a work about the American Depression. In relation 
to Barthes' theory, therefore, the study maintains that, on the one hand there is no 
definitive performance of a Graham work and, on the other, no fixed nor absolute 
reading to be made of her dances. Performing styles and audience perception change 
over the years, especially in accordance with the dancer/viewer's training, 
background or perspective. The concept of the "interpretive community" put forward 
by Fish (1980), however, helped to account for the way in which a society or 
community makes a collective response to the artwork. This common or collective 
reading is, in turn, drawn from the general context that informs and surrounds the 
artwork. Fish's theory contributed, for example, to an understanding of how Frontier 
(1935) continues to embody the ideology of the American frontier for today's 
audiences.
The summary of Graham's career made in Chapter 2 enabled an overview of 
the major developments in her creative life. It was possible to chart the development 
o f the movement system during the sixty-five years in which she continued to make 
dances and to isolate a major creative period which covered a span of over thirt>'
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years. The study maintains that this occurred from approximately 1927-1954. From 
the research carried out, it seems clear that Revolt (1927) was one o f the earliest 
dances in which Graham threw off the influences from her Denishawn background 
and that her new, radical and spare approach to movement developed quite fast 
during the early 1930s. The expansion of her movement system continued steadily 
throughout the 1940s but dances made after 1954 show little evidence of 
development in the creation of new movement. The works selected for analysis in 
the study were chosen from within the period 1935-1948 in accordance with the 
availability of recordings of the dances in the U.K. and at least one other film or 
video of each dance that could be seen at the New York Public Library of Performing 
Arts.
The chosen works represent three major aspects of Graham's choreographic 
output and the various degrees of narrative that can be read in her dances. It was 
demonstrated that these dances had very different characteristics. The seventeen- 
minute company dance. Diversion of Angels (1948), is a lyrical, plotless work which 
was made when Graham was at the height of her creative powers. It resonates with 
several other dances in Graham's repertory, particularly with Secular Games (1962) 
but is in a less technical vein than Adorations (1975) or the 'Helios' section of Acts of 
Light (1981) and is lighter in mood than are the first two sections of this work.
Whilst Diversion of Angels shows a fully-developed movement system, the 
six-minute solo Frontier (1935), that Graham made for herself, demonstrates an 
earlier syntax. For example, the repeated split kicks to the left [which characterised 
works such as Every Soul is a Circus (1939)] seem to have given way in a later 
Graham syntax to kicks to the front of the body as seen in Night Journey (1947) and 
Clytemnestra (1958) or to events such as the bell jump as seen in Diversion of 
Angdâ (1948) and NighLlouraey (see pages 178 and 211).
When danced by Graham in the 1930s Frontier reveals the individual style of 
Graham herself as a performer. Some of the vocabulary is hard to classify such as the 
strange little hops backwards or the exact shape of b.d. 7 (Bryan, 193-). Grahams
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performance style in the solo plays between several striking qualities. There is, lor 
example, the extreme flexibility of the legs shown when the left leg slices upward 
through space as though it were on a spring mechanism or the right leg unfolds high 
to the side in a fankick. There is, as well, the power of her weighted quality. This is 
shovm when the upper body dives forwards against a leg thrown up to the back or the 
body pulls through space carried by the gravitational pull o f the bent supporting leg. 
The quality of movement in Graham's dancing seems to occur spontaneously and to 
be natural to the performer rather than to have resulted from the body's schooling.
Eilber's performance of Frontier is more dancerly in a schooled sense and 
whilst she also demonstrates the flexibility of the leg action, her sense o f weight is 
not as pronounced. Her presentation of b.d.7 (see Fig. 8, page 130) is a clearer shape 
than is Graham's and it is possible to spot a similar body design performed by the 
woman in white in Diversion of Angels, When the dancer in red makes a series of 
falls in wide 2nd around her, the woman in white can be seen behind her with the 
lower body placed in a similar shape to b.d. 7 but with both arms raised in a circular 
shape around the head (fifth position of the arms). It is suggested here that Eilber, 
who has danced the role of the woman in white from Diversion of Angels, had 
inherited a more standardised vocabulary and that this informed her presentation of 
Frontier. The analysis carried out of this dance also shows the development of 
character in Graham's dances supported by her use of a nineteenth century-style 
costume and the introduction of Noguchi's sculpture into her work.
The third dance to be analysed in the study, Night Journey (1947), revealed 
the extent to which Graham was familiar with and steeped in the rules and codes of 
ancient Greek tragedy. It showed, too, that by 1947 she had fully developed her 
integrated dance theatre and since the creation of American .Dog.ume.at in 1938, she 
had continued to extend the dramatic narrative approach so that she could convey the 
complex events of the Oedipus myth. It can be seen that the one-act dance Night 
Journey is the prototype for the full-scale company work Clytemnestra (1958) since 
in addition to Jocasta, Night Journey includes powerful material for the roles of
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Oedipus and Tiresias. The Leader of the Daughters of the Niglit is also a featured role 
and the material for her and for the women of the chorus is some of the most 
demanding dance made by Graham (interview with Susan McGuire, 1997). The 
study traces the development of the wide 2nd fall signature motif used in Night 
lo.umey. This movement was designed to convey emotional suffering and torment 
but was used as well in lighter works such as Diversion of Angels (1948).
It became evident during research into Graham's vocabulary and syntax that 
signature motifs such as the wide 2nd fall were developed as vehicles for the 
expression of dramatic themes. This sense of drama informed even the plotless dance 
or work that is less saturated with narrative. The study claims that the introduction of 
dramatic character into the dances began early in Graham's career and can be seen in 
Heretic (1929). When semiotic analysis was applied to this dance made for 
Graham's all-female Group or to dances such as the solo Lamentation (1930), these 
works proved to be rich in dramatic signification. Even the application of the code of 
colour to these two dances reveals the stark contrast of the black and white of 
opposing forces in Heretic or a sense of mourning and grieving in the purple of the 
renowned tube of jersey worn in Lamentation.
Morphological analysis of Diversion of Angels, Frontier and Night Journey 
using the model set out in Chapter 1 of the thesis has revealed that there is a stable 
movement system in Graham's overall choreographic style. However, even though 
there are a number of now familiar movement devices and images, Graham's system 
also features idiosyncratic units of movement. These were defined in Chapter 1 as 
events that appear once in a specific dance and do not reappear over time or across 
other works. Examples of idiosyncratic movement in Graham's vocabulary include 
the foot shuffles made during a circular progression of the women in Diversion of 
Angels ( 1991) (see page 62). Borrowings from Oriental dance or from the vocabulary 
of Ruth St. Denis were found to be evident in Graham's work, particularly in such 
body design motifs as the ball attitude (see Fig.la). The presentation of Jocasta's 
second solo ('Dance with leaves') from Night Journey includes the detailed javanese
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foot movements or small accented walks. Events such as the accented walks may 
have disappeared from Graham's movement system since they were replaced by more 
standard movement in the recordings made of Night Journey in 1979 and 1985.
It became clear during the various analyses carried out in the study that 
Graham's langue changed over the years, both in terms of the type of dances she 
produced, and in her manner of presenting them. The dances of the early 1930s 
featured the all-female Group presenting a spare, economic but rigorous vocabulary 
and syntax that demanded considerable strength in the thigh and hip area (Helpem, 
1991; interview with Jane Dudley, 1997). Chronicle (1936), for example, features 
women moving fast and smoothly from floor to standing events or making repeated 
series o f jumps where the arms are held in angular, contorted shapes and the feet 
pound against the floor.
In the latter decades of Graham's career when the work had become more 
ballet-influenced, the performance style of the dancers was found to be more 
academic and polished. A greater use of spiral in the upper body and more control of 
arm and leg movements led to smoother transitions between one movement and 
another and an increased use of flow in the work replaced the raw, primitive aspect of 
the earlier langue. The stark, unadorned simplicity of works such as Primitive 
Mysteries (1931) transmuted into the polished display of athletic prowess, muscular 
strength and technical complexity of works like Rite of Spring ( 1984).
It is shown throughout the study that, as Graham's langue developed and 
altered at various stages of her career, she had a propensity for changing the way she 
presented her dances and, in particular, the movement that she or the members of her 
company danced (O'Donnell, 1981; Hill in Tracy, 1996; Lang in Tracy, 1996). 
During the analytical process made in the study, several versions were identified of 
Jocasta's two solos in Night Journey (Chapter 6) and of the vocabulary and syntax for 
Frontier. Graham herself improvised when dancing her roles (Taylor in Tracy, 1996), 
although she remained within the parameters of her movement system. Whilst those 
works made for dancers, other than Graham herself, seem more stable, the study
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daim s that the abstract type of most Graham works (McFee, 1992) would be hard to 
pin down for the purposes of making notated scores.
It emerged through the research carried out here that there has been change as 
well in the way that Graham's works have been read over time. A discussion in 
Chapter 4 showed that during the years of the Depression in America, left-wing 
critics and political sympathisers saw Graham's plotless dances as vehicles for the 
communication of social protest and outrage or as supporting the growing ideology 
of American energy, enthusiasm and innovation (Ocko in Prickett, 1994; Thomas, 
1995). The social and political connotations of a work like Celebration (1934) may 
have been lost and the dance tends to be read now as an ebullient demonstration of 
the dancers' skill (see page 169).
Graham herself changed her approach to the thematic issues on which her 
works were based. The dances of the 1930s and early 1940s, such as Frontier, (1935) 
American Document (1938) and Appalachian Spring ( 1944), promote a celebration 
o f American identity and individuality, whereas the dances of the late 1940s like 
Cave of the Heart (1946) or Cortege of Eagles (1967) prioritise the inner states of the 
individual and the problems of the psyche. In order to explore changes in the subject 
matter of her dances, Graham searched for new movement devices. Graham's dancers 
often claim that it is they who have introduced certain elements into Graham's 
vocabulary. For example, Hodes claims to have discovered the bison jump (Hodes, 
1996:89) which, he states, was introduced into Diversion of Angels (1948). A similar 
jump is made by the Daughters of the Night in Night Journey (1947) which suggests 
that Hodes' contribution, an extra contraction and release device taken, as he says, 
from a Cunningham class, was a modification of a leap which existed already in 
Graham's vocabulary. On the other hand, Graham may have added the bison to the 
material for the Daughters of the Night at some point after the first year or so of
performances of Night Joumev^
Similarly, McGehee claims to have invented the shoulder fall during the 
choreographic process in 1947 of Night Journey (McGehee in Tracy, 1996.126/127).
257
This new invention seems very similar to the back fall [as seen in the reconstruction 
(1991) of'Steps in the Street' from Chronicle (1936)] although it is performed much 
faster. In the back fall "you had to hang there forever [in the air] (sic), parallel to the 
floor" (ibid: 126). However, like the newer shoulder fall, Graham's prototype, the 
back fall, goes down to the shoulders, although it is sustained and gradual rather than 
fast and sudden.
Clearly Graham was adept at spotting spontaneous changes that her dancers 
made to existing devices because she could see that they would allow her to express 
new ideas such as the inner tension and state of mind of a character. When she was 
looking for ways of showing the despair and guilt of Night Journey or the youthful 
optimism and energy of Diversion of Angels, she seized on these discoveries by her 
dancers, although they may have been extensions or variations of movement devices 
that were already in her vocabulary.
Research into recordings of early dances revealed that by 1935 Graham had 
already developed a considerable range of vocabulary. Although it could be seen that 
arm and leg movements were not as schooled or pure as those of the later works, 
extracts from technical demonstrations and dances such as Panorama (1935) and 
American Document (1938) showed that the cartwheel, barrel turns, various walks, 
jumps, leaps, falls and the still-current exercise on six were present in Graham's 
movement system at that time. Certain events such as the runs in place (see pages 84 
and 86) though, disappeared from Graham's later vocabulary.
The movement system developed and evolved according to the dances on 
which Graham was working, but it also changed when the bodies of her dancers 
altered. The robust, natural movers of the early years gave way gradually to the more 
trained and schooled physiques of the dancers who performed with Graham in the 
later decades of her career. This study traces that, having set out in 1926 to forge her 
own radical approach that rejected the prettiness of Denishawn and the artificiality of 
ballet, Graham borrowed more and more over the years from the decorative aspects 
of her Denishawn background and from the ballet-trained dancers with whom she
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and parodies some of its trademarks such as the pliés performed simultaneously by 
the men standing on the barre and the women lying under it and doing their plié 
movements in the air. The women stand in pure, academic arabesque poses or leap 
across the stage in prances that recall the cygnets' dance from Swan Lake (see page 
61).
Works such as Acts of Light (1981) draw on the softness of Denishawn in 
terms of the late romantic music, the flowing, light-weight costume for the 
'Conversation with Lovers' duet or the opulent gold of the tights and leotards in the 
"Helios' section. Lyman relates that Graham asked her to wear her hair loose in the 
duet "in order to allow myself the not-often-called-for romantic feeling of the duet" 
(Lyman in Tracy, 1996:288).
Despite this evidence of softening in her approach to the presentation of her 
dances and the return to Denishawn romanticism, the study maintains that the 
intrinsic Graham vocabulary and syntax as demonstrated in the 'Helios' section of 
Acts of Light continues to show the rigour and bite of Graham's movement system 
m d  the considerable contribution that she made to modem dance technique. It is this 
technique which is demonstrated with rigour and simplicity in the film A Dancer's 
W orld (1957).
Graham herself has written and spoken extensively about the intention behind 
her dances and the meaning that is possible within them. It is claimed here, however. 
Jhat there is a dichotomy between her rigorous, analytical and uncompromising 
i^proach to the physicaiity of dance and the mystical and elliptical nature of her 
comments on the dances that she makes. When speaking or writing about the 
discipline o f dancing herself, she comments, for example: "I feel that the essence of 
dance is the expression of man - the landscape of his soul" (Graham, 1991:6). The 
study also mentions maxims about the metaphysical nature of the dancer as an 
"athlete of God" (page 164) or "where the dancer stands is holy ground" (page 177).
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During the process of research into Diversion of Angels (1948). however, it 
was found that Graham had been uncompromising in physical demands that she 
made on the dancers in terms of what movement she required from them and was not 
very sympathetic if  their technical ability did not match her expectations (see page 
244), yet on the other hand when directing them on how they should perform the 
movement; she would give them images from paintings that she admired or mystical 
quotations from the Bible and so forth, referring to her dancers at one point as 
"angels all o f you" (see page 36). The tension between the hard fact o f technical skill 
and the metaphorical admonition on performance quality, therefore, is quite 
pronounced in Graham's approach. She remarks, for example, that when teaching the 
technique of the prosaic but fundamental demi-plié, she would tell her students :
"think that there are diamonds on your collarbone catching the light" (Graham, 
1991:251).
Graham's manner of instructing her dancers and students was rigorous and 
she commanded high standards of physical execution of the movement. Her 
metaphorical and fanciful imagery seems at odds with these demands and yet it was 
effective in making students or dancers achieve what was required o f them. Graham's 
physical presence, the deep tones of her voice and the fluency o f her language were 
stirring and inspiring influences on the students whom she addressed.
Topics for further work/application of the researcli
(1) The division of a choreographer's heterogeneous movement system into 
paradigm categories could be applied to dance analysis in several fields.
(2) The methodology used in this study could be adapted and applied to dances 
by other choreographers.
(3) The analytical methodology developed in this study for the examination of 
movement in Graham's system has been applied to three dances. These dances come 
from the paradigms of the plot-free and the dramatic narrative works. The analytical 
system could refer equally to Graham dances on other paradigms such as the comic
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A-Crobatg ..of Ood (1960) or the historical/religious Seraphic Dialogue (1955). Ihc 
methodology could also be applied to the work taught in class in order to test its 
parameters. For example, further enquiry could be made into whether or not the 
signature motifs observed in the dances are still taught in Graham classes and if so, in 
what manner they are presented.
(4) An investigation into some of the changes in codification of Graham 
movement could be made in order to research how such changes might have affected 
the style of these movements. For example, the change in nomenclature from 
Graham's wide 2nd fall to half split fall may have altered this movement in form and 
style of execution. Similarly, the movement device of contraction into spiral and sit 
to the floor is known now as the pretzel. This change in terminology may have 
altered this signature motif in shape or intensity.
(5) Following Graham's death in 1991 and, when those who performed with her 
or under her direction, die out, there will be relatively few resources to draw on for 
the continuation or revival of her repertory. The production o f a fully notated score 
(including Laban Movement Analysis (LMA) annotation) of Graham's recorded 
performances could contribute towards a more complete understanding and 
appreciation of her performance style. Such a record could be consulted in the 
preparation of future performers for Graham roles and would be a useful reference 
point for the continued performance of Graham's works. It can be seen from the 
research carried out here that the sense of weight in Frontier (Bryan, 193-), economy 
in the presentation of movement ( Heretk, 1931 recording) and spontaneity 
demonstrated by Graham herself is disappearing from the dances. Some of her more 
idiosyncratic movements are also likely to become more standardised and the 
piquancy of the work will be lost.
(6) Many of those dancing with the Company now and in future years will not 
have witnessed Graham's own performances or have been taught by her. Filmed 
records, the choreographer's (and others ) notes, books, articles and remaining 
performers' memories provide an informed link with tradition. Such resources are
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useful and enriching. However, it is proposed that records such as this study are 
another very important contribution in helping to keep Graham's works alive. It is 
difficult, for example, to understand the principle of the contraction/release or of the 
torque and twist in Graham work from a purely visual source. When Graham 
practitioners who have performed these movements are no longer available to 
demonstrate them, written analysis and descriptions of them and of the various 
signature motifs in Graham's system could contribute towards the preservation of 
Graham's distinctive characteristics.
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APPENDIX A 
The Principle of Contraction and Release
Graham describes the principle of contraction and release as:
the expelling of the air in your body from the pelvis upward: Every study 
involves continuity. Pull, pull on the contraction. Do not cave in. And 
the contraction is not a position. It is a movement into something. It is 
like a pebble thrown into the water, which makes rippling circles when it 
hits the water. The contraction moves (Graham, 1991:251).
Lepczyk has commented on the shape and quality of the contraction rather than on the 
use of breath in executing it:
The contraction creates contour in the longitudinal body axis. It 
forms a concavity through a lengthening and rounding from the pelvis to 
the shoulder, more precisely from the coccyx to the base of the neck. The 
pelvis tilts forward as the waist and chest retreat. They are sucked in 
against the spinal column and ribs as the coccyx tilts slightly. The 
contraction creates a hollowing (1989:51).
The feeling of the contraction, the pulling into the center, is often 
reflected through the entire body. It shows up in flexed ankles, flexion at 
the base of the neck with the head tilted backwards, and flexion of the 
wrists and base joints of fingers depicting cupped hands (ibid).
This study maintains that the head does not always tilt backwards in a 
contraction since it follows the line of the curve made in the spine when the body is in 
contraction. It has been shown here that there are various degrees of contraction as 
Lepczyk describes:
The contraction can draw the energy into the body center 
instantaneously and take hold of the body in one beat. It also serves as 
the initiator of a movement which may throw the body into a turn, lead 
into a fall, or initiate a variety of other movements. Frequently the attack 
of the contraction is violent, the dynamics of punch (ibid).
In this last instance, the intensity of the contraction results, at times, in the 
movement being so deep that the head is lifted upwards and backwards or forwards as it 
follows the extreme curve of the spine. The "hardness and sharpness" of such a 
contraction, as shown, for example by the woman in red in Diversion o f Angels has a 
"softer counterpart where the contraction does not take control of the body all at once 
but takes time to reach the deep point of the hollowing. In this instance, the process o f  
creating the concavity is gradual" (Lepczyk, ibid). As discussed in the study, it this kind 
of tender contraction that is shown by the woman in white in Diversion o f Angels 
(1948).
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It has been shown here, too, that the contraction is a strong indexical signifier 
when "the whole body emanates the intensity of drawing into the center and the depth of 
feeling. The dancing figure is seen to be overpowered with the emotion" (Lepcyzk ibid). 
The emotion conveyed or communicated to the audience depends on the context of the 
dance and the various other signifiers that support or inform the movement performed. 
The semiotic reading of Diversion of Angels, for example, indicated that the emotion 
communicated in this dance is romantic love, especially in view of the iconic signifier of 
the kiss gesture made by the male and female dancers. In Night Journey H 947). on the 
other hand, according to the context in which it appears, the contraction signifies inner 
turmoil and despair (Jocasta's first solo) sexual desire and passion (Oedipus and 
Jocasta's duet and Jocasta's second solo) or the fated union of Jocasta and Oedipus 
(Daughters of the Night).
The contraction operates with the release and the duality o f the movement is 
very important. Lepczyk explains, "after the contraction has initiated action, the 
movement expands upward from the center along the spine, through the waist, chest, 
shoulders, arms, and head successively. The release can occur in the vertical dimension 
but more fi'equently there is a great degree of inclination off the vertical" (ibid).
It is maintained here that the release is as powerful as the contraction and, like 
the contraction, initiates successive movement. The contraction and release principles 
are interdependent and whilst the contraction draws the energy into the centre of the 
body, the release propels this physical force outwards and the body's energy is renewed.
The process of teaching students the contraction and release principle is very 
difficult. Jane Dudley, following Graham also comments on the need for the different 
uses of breath in executing this movement:
you have to let your breath forcibly out through your teeth and feel how 
the spine pushes outwards and lengthens (contraction) and then breathe 
in and see what your back does as you stretch your spine upwards 
(release). The thing that makes your breath come out is the pressure from 
the abdominal muscles and your ribs through your teeth (interview with 
Jane Dudley, 1997)
Dudley recounts that Graham herself used a descriptive metaphor to teach the 
process of the contraction and release and it is one that was passed on to students at her 
school in New York and by those company members who taught in London in the 
1960s, "you have to hiss like a snake or like a cat hissing so that it's got truth" (Dudley 
ibid). ’
264
APPENDIX B
Chronology of G raham 's works 1926-1990^
litle/date
1926
Chorale 
Novelette 
Tânze 
Intermezzo 
Maid with the Flaxen 
Hair 
Arabesque No. 1 
Clair de Lune 
Danse Languide 
Désir
Deux Valses 
Sentimentales 
Masques
Trois Gnossiennes: 
Gnossienne, Frieze, 
Tangara 
From a X I Ith-Century 
Tapestry, later retitled 
A Florentine Madonna 
A Study in Lacquer 
The Three Gopi 
Maidens excerpted 
from "The Flute o f  
Krishna”
Danse Rococo 
The Marionette Show 
Portr ait-After 
Beltram-Masses, later 
retitled Gypsy Portrait 
The Flute o f  Krishna 
(dance and film) 
Prelude from  
"Alceste”
Scène 
Javanaise 
Danse Degli 
Angeli
Composer
C. Franck 
R. Schumann
F. Schubert 
J. Brahms 
C.Debussy
C. Debussy 
C. Debussy 
A. Scriabin 
A. Scriabin 
M. Ravel
L. Horst 
E. Satie
S. Rachmaninoff
M. Bemheim 
C. Scott
M. Ravel
E. Goossens 
M. de Falla
C. Scott
C.W. von Gluck
L. Horst
E. Wolf-Ferrari
Costumes
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M.Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M. Graham
E. Franke
M. Graham 
N. Edwards
E. Franke 
M. Graham
M. Graham 
N.Edwards
N. Edwards
N. Edwards 
N. Edwards
^For more detailed chrolological information see de Mille (1992: 434:455); Helpem 
(1991: Appendix A:39-49).
265
Bas Relief C. Scott N. Edwards
Ribands F. Chopin N. Edwards
Scherzo F. Mendelssohn M. Graham
Baal Shem E. Bloch M. Graham
La Soirée dans C. Debussy M. Graham
Grenade
Alt-Wien L. Godowsky M. Graham
Three Poems L. Horst M. Graham
o f  the East
1927
Peasant V. Rebikov M. Graham
Sketches A.Tansman 
P. Tchaikovsky
Tunisia E. Poldini M. Graham
Lucrezia C. Debussy M. Graham
La Cancion R. Defossez M. Graham
Arabesque C. Debussy M. Graham
No. 1. (revised)
Valse Caprice C. Scott M. Graham
Spires J.S. Bach M. Graham
Adagio G.F.Handel M.Graham
Fragilité A. Scriabin M. Graham
Lugubre A..Scriabin M.Graham
Poème Ailé A.Scriabin M. Graham
Tanzstûck P.Hindemith M. Graham
Revolt A. Honegger M. Graham
Esquisse D.E. M. Graham
Antique Inghelbrecht
M. GrahamRonde Rhené-Baton
Scherza Robert Schumann M. Graham
1928
M. GrahamChinese Poem Louis Horst
Trouvères C. Koechlin
M. GrahamImmigrant: J. Slavenski
Steerage, Strike
M. GrahamPoems o f  1917: L.Omstein
Song Behind the
Lines, Dance o f
Death
M. GrahamFragments: L. Horst
Tragedy,
Comedy
Resonances: G.F. M. Graham
Matins, Gamelin, Malipiero
Tocsin
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1929
Dance 
"Strong Free 
Joyous Action"'. 
Nietzsche
Three Florentine Verses 
Four Insincerities: 
Petulance, Remorse, 
Politeness, Vivacity 
Cants Magics:
Farewell, Greeting 
Two Variations: 
Country Lane,
City Street 
Figure o f a Saint 
Resurrection 
Adolescence 
Danza
A, Honegger
D. Zipoli 
S.Prokofiev
F.Mompou 
A.
GretchaniofF.
G.F. Handel 
T. Harsanyi 
P. Hindemith
D. Milhaud
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M.Graham 
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M artha G raham  and Dance Group
Vision o f  the Apocalypse: 
Theme and Variation 
Moment Rustica 
Sketches from the people : 
Monotony, Supplication, 
Requiem 
Heretic
H. Reutter
F. Poulenc 
J. Krein
Old Breton 
Song-de Divry
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M. Graham
1930
Prelude to a Dance, A. Honegger
retitled Salutation
Two Chants: Futility, E.Krenek
Ecstatic Song
Lamentation Z. Kodaly
Project in Movement for Silence
a Divine Comedy
Harlequinade E. Toch
1931
Two Primitive H.Villa-
Canticles Lobos
Primitive L.Horst
Mysteries
Rhapsodies: Song, B. Bartok
Interlude, Dance
Bacchanale W. Riegger
M. Graham
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M Graham
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham
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Dolorosa
Dithyrambic
Serenade
Incantation
1932
Ceremonials 
Offering 
Ecstatic Dance 
Bacchanale No. 2 
Prelude 
Dance Songs - 
Ceremonial/Morning Song/ 
Satyric Festival Song/
Song o f  Rapture 
Chorus o f  Youth 
Companions
1933
Tragic Patterns 
Elegiac 
Ekstasis 
Dance Prelude 
Frenetic Rhythms
1934
Transitions 
Phantasy: Prelude,
Musette, Gavotte 
Celebration
Four Casual Developments 
Intégrales
Dance in Four Parts:
Quest, Derision, Dream, 
Sportive, Tragedy 
American Provincials:
Act o f  Pietry, Act o f  
Judgement
H.Villa-Lobos
A.Copland
A.Schoenberg
H.Villa-Lobos
L.Engel 
H.Villa-Lobos 
T.Harasanyi 
W. Riegger
C. Chavez 
LWeisshaus
L. Horst
L.Horst 
P.Hindermith 
L. Engel 
N.Loptnikoff 
W. Riegger
L.Engel
A.Schoenberg
L. Horst 
H.Cowell 
E. Varèse
G. Antheil
L.Horst
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M.Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M.Graham
1935
Praeludium 
(redesigned 
E.Gilfond)
Course
Perspectives: I 
Frontier, 2. Marching Song L. Engel 
Panorama N. Lloyd
Formal Dance D. Diamond
retitled Praeludium No. 2.
P.Nordoff
G. Antheil 
L. Horst
M. Graham
in 1938
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M. Graham
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Imperial Gesture L.Engel M. Graham
1936
Horizons
Salutation
Chronicle
1937
Opening Dance 
Immediate Tragedy 
Deep Song 
American Lyric
1938
American Document
1939
Columbiad
Every Soul is a Circus
1940
El Penitente 
Letter to the World
L. Horst 
L.Engel 
W. Reigger
N.Lloyd 
H. Cowell 
H. Cowell 
A. North
R. Green
L. Horst 
P.Nordoff
L. Horst 
H. Johnson
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham
A. Lauterer 
M. Graham 
E. Gilfond 
E. Gilfond
E. Gilfond
E. Gilfond 
E. Gilfond
E. Gilfond 
E. Gilfond
1941
Punch and Judy
1942
Land be Bright
1943
Salem Shore 
Deaths and Entrances
1944
Imagined Wing 
Herodiade 
Appalachian Spring
1946
Dark Meadow 
Cave o f  the Heart
R. McBride
A.Kreutz
P.Nordoff
H. Johnson
D. Milhaud 
P. Hindemith 
A.Copland
C. Chavez 
S. Barber
C. Trowbidge 
C. Trowbridge
E. Gilfond 
E. Gilfond
E. Gilfond 
E.Gilfond 
E. Gilfond
E. Gilfond
E. Gilfond
269
1947
Errand into the Maze 
Night Journey
1948
Diversion o f  Angels
1950
Judith
Eye o f  Anguish 
Gospel o f  Eve
1951
The Triumph o f St. Joan
1952
Canticle fo r  Innocent 
Comedians
1953
Voyage
1954
Ardent Song
1955
Seraphic Dialogue
1958
Clytemnestra 
Embattled Garden
1959
Episodes: Part 1
G.C. Menotti 
W.Schuman
N. Dello Joio
W. Schuman 
V. Perischetti 
P. Nordoff
N.Dello Joio 
T. Ribbink
W. Schuman
A. Hovaness
N.Dello Joio
H.E1-Dabh 
C. Surinach
A. Webern 
Appalachian Spring (film) A.Copland
1960
Acrobats o f  God 
Alcestis
C. Surinach 
V.Fine
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M. Graham
M.Graham
F.Cunning 
M. White
M. Graham
M. Graham
E. Gilfond
M. Graham
M. Graham
M. Graham
H. McGehee 
M. Graham
B. Karinska
C. Beaton
M. Graham 
M. Graham
1961
Visionary Recital R. Starer
revised as Samson Agoniste
1962
One More Gaudy Night H.El-Dabh
M. Graham
M. Graham
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1962
Phaedra
A Look at Lightning 
Secular Games 
Legend o f  Judith
R. Starer 
H. El-Dabh 
R. Starer 
M. Setter
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M.Graham 
M. Graham
1963
Circe A.Hovaness M. Graham
1965
The Witch o f  Endor 
Part Real-Part Dream
W.Schuman 
M. Setter
M. Graham 
M. Graham
1967
Cortege o f  Eagles 
Dancing-Ground
1968
A Time o f  Snow 
The Plain o f  Prayer 
The Lady o f  the House o f  
Sleep
1969
The Archaic Hours
E. Lester 
N. Rorem
N. Dello Joio 
E. Lester 
R. Starer
E. Lester
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M. Graham
1973
Mendicants o f Evening 
Myth o f  a Voyage
1974
Holy Jungle 
Jacob's Dream
D. Walker 
A.Hovaness
R. Starer 
M. Seter
M. Graham 
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M. Graham
1975
Lucifer
Adorations
Point o f  Crossing
based on "Jacob's Dream"
The Scarlet Letter
H. El-Dahb 
D. Frost 
M. Seter
H. Johnson
Halston 
Halston 
M. Graham
Halston
1977
O Thou Desire Who 
Are About to Sing 
Shadows
M. Kupferman
G.C. Menotti
M. Graham 
Halston
1978
The Owl and the Pussycat C. Surinach Halston
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Ecuatorial 
Flute o f  Pan
1979
Frescoes
Episodes,
reworked
E. Varèse 
Traditional
S. Barber 
A.Webem
Marison, Halston 
Halston
Halston
Halston
1980
Frescoes 
Judith, reworked
S.Barber 
E. Varèse
Halston
Halston
1981
"Acts o f  Light"
1982
Dances o f  the 
Golden Hall 
Andromache's 
Lament
C. Nielsen
A. Panujftiik 
S. Barber
Halston
Halston
Halston
1983
Phaedra's Dream G. Crumb Halston
1984
The Rite o f  Spring I. Stravinsky
Song Traditional
1986
Temptations o f  the Moon B. Bartok 
Denis hawn/Graham Solos, 
including reconstructions of 
Tangara, Serenata Morisca 
Tangled Night K. Egge
Untitled I. Stravinsky
Halston
Halston
Halston
Halston
Halston
1987
Celebration, reconstruction L. Horst 
Persephone I. Stravinsky
M. Graham 
Halston
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1988
Letter to the World, H. Johnson
reconstruction
Night Chant R. C. Nakai
Deep Song, reconstruction H. Cowell
1989
American Document, J.Corigliano
reconstruction
Steps in the Street W. Reigger
1990
Maple Leaf Rag S. Joplin
1991
The Eyes o f  the Goddess C. Surinach
Halston
M. Graham and 
Halston 
M. Graham
M. Graham 
M. Graham
C. Klein
M. Graham, R. 
Vogler
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APPENDIX C 
Jocasta's solos from Night Journey (1947)
Pages 275-278 of Appendix D are extracts from The Notebooks (Graham, 1973). 
They are provided as an extra aid in following the analyses made here in Chapters 5 
and 6 and the text, therefore, has been rearranged slightly for the sake of clarity (see 
Graham, 1973:156-158 and 371-373).
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Page 275: Solo 1 (version 1)
(Graham, 1973:156-157)
On high note turns - on back -  
lifts foot as in scream -  
comes to 4th r in fi*ont on floor 
Rises into stretch -  
r. foot in hand - brings leg down -  
Falls in wide 2nd -  
Rises with 4th to back -  
Beats with knee - r.
Walks to bed 6 - 
staggers away - 3?
Runs with tip 3X 
1 - r -1.
2 darts & turn to stage r.
fall? Turn upst. - travel diag. to bed. 1. leg accenting 
knee vibrations 3X - turning on 3rd - into run to seat 
contr. kick - kneel - 2X - st. r.
Pulsing - {hands over breasts & abdomen - 
3X {with small turn
Bourree turn to stage r.
1. hand holding r. elbow.
2 high contraction kicks
2 knee crawls to Seer to fall on his staff-
Rise
Back shoulder falls
3X-on 3rd one rise with wide Cave turn 
Run to bed - 
Fall on bed
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Page 276; Solo 1 (version 2)
(Graham, 1973:371-372)
Dance 1
As girls exit -
High note - 1. arm lifted
turn into arabesque on r. knee 1. up.
I ) Sway back on both knees into back bend -
cross 1. in fi*ont to kneel & rise with wide extension of 
r. leg.
bringing it sharply down.
2) Forward fall in wide 2nd 
turn into rise.
1 or 2?
3) Beat with convulsive beats of r. knee
4) Walk to bed in semi-circle r. 
back away on music change -
5) Wandering tipping run
3X - r - 1- to bed r to chair -
(on 2nd make small change o f direction)
6) 2 Dart - turns to st. r.
7) Fall in wide 2"^  ^
rise-
8) knee beats of r. as before 
turning to face up-stage
9) Walk sideways to bed facing upstage - r. arm extended to bed 
Turn away with convulsive contraction - to face fi'ont -
10) 3 knee vibrations making reverse turn on 3rd 
Run to chair - kneel to touch.
11) Rise into contraction
kick & knee crawl 2X to stage r.
II ) pulsing of body on small bourre'e.
Ix plain
2X with hands beating to cover breasts & abdomen with tight 
turn after each -
13) Break arms in wild despairing way
14) Bourrée turns
either to r. or in place.
15) To Seer
High contraction kick with 1. 
knee crawl 
2X each-
16) Fall on staff
Seer thrusts her away -
17) Two back falls with rise & into 2 wandering tipping
runs - S t .  r & 1.
18) Run to bed - fall on it in semi-kneel. 
climb onto bed as Seer walks out -
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Page 277: Solo 2 (version 1)
(Graham, 1973:158)
Dance with leaves -
3 small catch steps profile to r. 
open r arm str. to shoulder level r. 
lift L " overhead - plie, 
cross arms at elbow 
(?) 2 dart lifts to st. r
bring r. foot across L. knee - plie -  
arms open -  
2 darts to Oedipus 
hold-
Arabesque fall, place r. leaf on floor 
Sit-
opening of knee 2X 
sit in 4th
Rise into 2 Bali turns to Center 
Kneel front -
Rise into Javanese foot movement with leaves 2X 
go upst. backward lifting r. knee 3X 
Arabesque - touching leaf to floor 
Rise with r. leg into high walk st. r. - 3X 
{ 2 step draws facing back.
2X { Little accented walk to st. L.
Sit on chair - legs up
repeat movement opening knee 2X
kneel to side of chair.
1 knee crawl to Center, 
pitched arabesque fall to st. r.
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Page 278: Solo 2 (version 2)
(Graham, 1973:372-373)
Dance II
with branches -starting at 
chair branches open from 
elbows -body profile to r.
1) 3 small catch steps in profile taking them after note has 
sounded
2) Lift R. arm high over head 
" L " out to I. side.
facing r - take small plie 
almost sitting against L. hip
3) Straighten & cross branches with elbows locked -  
one branch up & one down.
4) 2 slows darts to r. on r. L. up in back.
5) step back on 1 & r to face front - bring L. knee across r. 
knee in plie - facing front, branches wide & facing down -
6) Take bali arabesque to face r on 1. Repeat L. knee across 
r. facing front.
7) Kneel on r facing front L. in 4th-open almost at once into 
2nd return to 4th - open to 2nd -kneel on L & take bali 
arabesque on floor to face r. Recover to 4th front slowly 
rise with branches open downward in silence -
8) Balinese step forward with r. foot toeing in & opening in 
4th. Body undulating with lift of L. hip.
r. branch inscribing circle 
1. " hanging downward.
2X
9) Jubilation step diag. backward veering 1. 
r. knee lifted in front both branches high.
3X
10) Pass r. leg behind into bali attitude, both knees bent -body 
profile to r
Sweep floor with r. branch & bring r. leg in front of body 
straight as in high kicking walk - facing r.
11) Darts to Bert on r leg
X
hold
Take pitch fall to floor on r. & recover to sit 
body facing front both knees together 
branch in 1. hand to 1.
12) open r - knee, passing branch to r. 2X
13) Bring 1. leg behind in bow, then to front to 
rise facing front -
14) Turn into profile walk to L. step draw walk step 
draw walk -
15) Sit on chair 
End-
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APPENDIX D
Additional comments on the motif from 
Diversion of Angels (1948) as presented in 1991 and o f the 
body designs from Frontier (1935) as presented in 1976
The shape of the motif in Diversion of Angels (see Fig. 1, page 53) is a body 
design that has been familiarised through the work of choreographers such as Paul 
Taylor. Bettie de Jong who danced with Paul Taylor was a teacher at Graham's studio 
in the 1960s and she taught a variation on this motif. The shape of the raised arms 
was closer to the more open 'V  of the 1976 recording (see pages 74-75) and the angle 
at which the movement was performed did not seem to be so extreme. The focus was 
taken to the front diagonal rather than to stage front and the movement did not 
require, therefore, the same degree of twist in the torso that is needed for the motif 
body design in Diversion of Angels. De Jong's version stressed the quality of weight 
as the raised leg came back to the ground and did not remain held to the front of the 
body as in the motif from Diversion of Angels. This movement may be closer to the 
work of Paul Taylor since similar shapes are seen in Aureole (1962) and suggests, 
therefore, that the distinctive quality of Graham-based motifs have been absorbed 
into the sub-langues or sub-systems of other choreographers.
Diagrams 1 and 2 included here enabled me to confirm an impression that I 
had already gained through my research. The diagrams were developed from the 
shapes made by Eilber in 1976 dancing Frontier (1935) and Sherman in 1991 dancing 
the solo for the woman in white from Diversion of Angels (1948) and they show the 
change in the body designs between the years 1935 and 1948. It can also be seen 
from these diagrams that the underlying shapes made by the dancers' bodies changed 
between the years 1976 and 1991. The angular qualities of the body designs 
performed by Eilber in 1976 can be clearly seen in the diagram of Frontier (Diagram 
2) whilst Sherman's performance in 1991 of the motif body design from Diversion o f  
Angels (Diagram 1) presents a more circular and fluid shape in the body (see pages 
54andl23-123a).
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